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Abstract 

This thesis is about risk-taking in early childhood education (ECE). Research 

identifies that risk-taking is embedded within many aspects of life and is of benefit 

to both children and adults. Over the past 15 years, risk-taking for children has 

received increased attention. Reports and research identify the importance of 

opportunities for children to take risks and early childhood educators are 

increasingly encouraged to provide opportunities for children’s risk-taking. Yet 

risk research in ECE has predominantly focussed on children’s risk-taking in 

physical outdoor play, commonly known as risky play. There has been little 

attention paid to a broad range of children’s risk-taking or to educators’ risk-

taking. While risky play research has contributed to an increasingly positive 

attitude to risk-taking and supported educators in developing risk-taking 

practices, it is only one aspect of risk-taking. It is important, therefore, to consider 

a broad view of risk-taking in ECE. 

 

Presented as a series of journal articles and an exegesis, this thesis explores two 

research questions: How is risk-taking conceptualised by educators in high quality 

early ECE services that expressly value children’s risk-taking? and What enables and 

constrains the risk-taking practices of educators in high quality ECE services that 

expressly value children’s risk-taking? The research utilised qualitative case study 

methodology and the theory of practice architectures as a theoretical, 

methodological and analytical framework. The multi-site case consisted of three 

Australian ECE services that had received an ‘exceeding’ rating in the Australian 

quality assessment and rating process and where children’s risk-taking is 

expressly valued. Fifty-five educators participated from across the three services. 

Data were collected through observations, interviews and documents, and 

analysed using thematic analysis and the theory of practice architectures.  

 

The study identified that risk-taking is embedded in many everyday ECE 

experiences. Findings suggest that for children, risk-taking is more than an 

outdoor physical play activity. Educators perceived that children may take risks in 

a range of experiences, such as during social interactions, when attempting 

something new and when developing independence in self-help tasks. Findings 

also indicate that educators take risks as a valued aspect of their professional 
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practice. Educators take risks when they, for example, try new teaching methods, 

share ideas and stand up for what they believe is ‘best’ for children, families and 

society. Further, the research identified that educators’ risk-taking is carefully 

considered based on professional judgement and ethical reasoning. Findings reveal 

various arrangements that can work together to provide the conditions for 

educators to take risks, which can in turn influence children’s opportunities to take 

risks. 

 

Insights from the study build on previous research exploring risk-taking for 

children in ECE and provide critical new understandings about risk-taking for 

early childhood educators. Key contributions from the study may be used to 

inspire positive transformation of risk-taking practices and to review 

arrangements within services and the ECE sector that enable and constrain 

educators’ risk-taking in professional practice. By reconceptualising risk-taking in 

ECE, the research highlights the necessity of understanding and support for both 

children and educators as they navigate risk-taking in education contexts.   
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Coming to the research: Researcher background and 
positioning 

 

The environment of my childhood remains the landscape of my soul…a 

beautiful reminder of the fact that childhood is about shaping and forming 

the platform from which we will explore life. 

 

~ Mogens Tom Jensen (as cited in Jambor, 1995, p. 127) 

 

My childhood, a beautiful memory, was one of wonder and adventure. In both my 

home life and schooling, I was nurtured with the freedom and confidence to 

explore and take risks; the kinds of risks in which I might graze a knee, burn a 

finger, be teased by my peers, smile with joy, beam with pride and learn an 

abundance about myself and the world around me. The primary school I attended 

was a small community school in a semi-rural area of Victoria, Australia. Attending 

this school was one of the most influential experiences of my life. Mornington 

Peninsula Community School was a place of difference, born of families and 

educators who wanted to challenge school norms and create an educational 

environment that was individualised and holistic. Many of my significant school 

memories involve activities that today would be considered unsafe for children – 

running around outside with bare feet, fishing unsupervised for yabbies in the 

school dam and going on spontaneous excursions to the beach by piling into 

whichever parent or teacher’s car that was available. In this unique environment, 

where respect and individuality were paramount, I was encouraged to believe that 

I could take on the world.  

 

These formative schooling experiences shaped my adult life. They led me to 

become a traveller and an adventurer – I took up rock climbing, cycle touring and 

mountaineering. They also led me to become an educator. Having been nurtured 

by caring and innovative teachers, I believed schooling could be the foundation of 

positive life experiences. In 1994, I completed a Bachelor of Primary Teaching at 

Monash University – a white middle class university on the outskirts of Melbourne. 

From the beginning, I tried to give children the kind of schooling I had experienced. 

In my early years as a primary teacher, I was heavily influenced by A.S. Neill 

(1968) and his school Summerhill in the United Kingdom. There were similarities 
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between Summerhill and my own schooling. I was inspired by the democracy and 

freedom provided for children and Neill’s unrelenting determination to realise his 

vision, regardless of criticism and detractors.  

 

Despite my passion and enthusiasm, the early years of my teaching career were 

frustrating. It appeared to me that most schools and teachers did not subscribe to a 

democratic philosophy, and I often felt alienated from my colleagues. After a few 

years moving from school to school, I discovered Montessori education. Joining the 

Montessori community reignited my passion for education – it made me feel part 

of something important and meaningful. Montessori’s (1912) vision of peace and 

hope for a better humanity spoke to me, as did the clarity of her methods. 

Montessori’s belief that children learn through experience, freedom and 

independence, mirrored the experiences I had in my own childhood. I was inspired 

by the importance Montessori placed on development of the teacher and I worked 

on my disposition, as well as my teaching practices. 

 

It is my belief that the thing which we should cultivate in our teachers is more 

the spirit than the mechanical skill of the scientist. 

Montessori (1912) 

 

As a Montessori primary teacher, I had close contact with teachers at ‘feeder’ pre-

schools. Eventually, curiosity got the better of me and I returned to university in 

2003 to study a Graduate Diploma in Early Childhood Education. Returning to 

study expanded my view of education, mostly through the influence of more 

Italians!  

 

The Reggio Emilia approach was my first ‘formal’ introduction to the notion of 

children’s rights. Ideas from the schools in Reggio Emilia, Italy spoke to my natural 

inclination to listen to children’s voices and I aligned with the view of children as 

capable and competent (Rinaldi, 2006). Reading about and teaching with the 

‘Reggio approach’ taught me the importance of questioning ingrained beliefs and 

developing educational approaches appropriate to the local context. Whilst 

teaching in a Reggio inspired school, I embarked on my first foray into research 

through a Master’s Degree. 
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I used my Master’s Degree research project as an opportunity to explore ideas 

from both Montessori and the Reggio approach. Using action research 

methodology, I explored the effects of choice on children’s learning and 

empowerment with my class of five and six-year-old children (Cooke, 2005). Based 

on the belief that student motivation is linked to student choice, my Masters’ 

project aimed at transforming educational practices through affording children 

greater choice in learning. Findings showed that different levels of choice worked 

for different children and that choice itself is not a guaranteed motivator for all 

children. Findings also showed that although parents and school management 

expressed support for children making choices, this was only if their own ideas of 

achievement were met along the way. The findings of my Master’s research project 

was my first experience of understanding that it is not just the actions of the 

teacher that influence children’s learning.  

 

Despite my personal alignment with many ideas from Montessori and the Reggio 

approach, I continued to experience professional challenges. My desire to engage 

with risky experiences, for both children and me, was often frowned upon. The 

world had become a very different place from what it was when I was at school. 

Around 2014, I discovered the forest school movement, and I finally felt as though 

I’d found my people. The forest school movement, like Montessori and the Reggio 

approach, grew out of Europe but seemed to have a natural fit for Australia. Forest 

school, or ‘bush kinder’ as it is known in some parts of Australia, not only supports, 

but encourages, the kinds of experiences I had as a child – climbing trees, playing 

in water and building campfires (Elliott & Chancellor, 2014). For me, however, 

bush kinder is more than this. The very notion of children spending all day 

outdoors works to challenge prevailing educational practices. Pushing against the 

societal drive toward academic achievement and improved test scores, bush 

kinder promotes social and emotional development and a deep connection with 

the environment. Bush kinder not only encourages children to take risks, it 

encourages educators to step out of their comfort zone. 

 

A.S Neill, Montessori, the Reggio approach and bush kinder all drew me in because 

they embraced freedom and risk, just like my early schooling experiences. But 

more than that, the above approaches taught me that there is no one best way. The 
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creation of an educational environment that nurtures confident, resilient and 

agentic individuals who look beyond themselves and the human-centric world of 

today requires individualised and varied approaches. It requires educators to 

continually seek to learn and question, to embrace diverse perspectives and move 

beyond what we already know – to continually transform ourselves and our 

practices. Embarking on a PhD has been an opportunity for me to do this.  
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Life is either a daring adventure or nothing at all. 

 

~ Helen Keller 
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Introduction  

Risk is an inherent part of life. Many risks are largely unobtrusive - crossing the 

road, driving a car, starting a relationship – and contribute positively to our 

everyday lives. Most of us go about taking these risks without much conscious 

thought (Zinn, 2019). Other risks, such as terrorism, disease, and environmental 

disasters, have wide ranging consequences, resulting in fear and devastation (Beck, 

2006). Research continues to contribute to our understanding of risk, both 

conceptually and as it is experienced. Advancements in technology, medicine and 

science have helped to avoid and manage risks, contributing to healthier and safer 

communities (Douglas & Wildavsky, 1982; Tulloch & Lupton, 2003). Some 

commentators and researchers suggest that the focus on avoiding and managing 

risk has led to increasing risk aversion in modern society, and argue instead that 

voluntarily engaging in risk-taking is both beneficial and desirable (Beck, 2006; 

Furedi, 2018; Gill, 2007; Lupton & Tulloch, 2002; Zinn, 2019). A growing body of 

literature has emerged aimed at understanding how people experience and 

negotiate voluntary risk-taking in everyday life, including how it is embedded in 

social organisations and the benefits for individuals and society (Brussoni et al., 

2015; Lupton & Tulloch, 2002; Zinn, 2015, 2019). Included in this body of 

literature are reports and research focused on children’s risk-taking. 

 

In 2007 and 2008 a series of reports were released identifying the importance of 

opportunities for children to take risks. The reports, with titles such as No Fear, 

Growing Up in a Risk Averse Society (Gill, 2007), Risk & Childhood (Madge & Barker, 

2007), Cotton Wool Kids: Releasing the potential for children to take risks and 

innovate (Jones, 2007) and Risk and Play: A literature review (Gleeve, 2008), 

identify risk-taking as beneficial in building character, resilience and self-reliance 

(Gill, 2007). Authors argue “that taking risks can have positive implications in 

terms of children’s developmental, social and emotional needs, as well as their 

overall health” (Gleeve, 2008, p. 3) and that learning to overcome “challenging 

situations is an essential part of living a meaningful and satisfying life” (Gill, 2007, 

p. 16).  

 

Around the same time as these reports were released, research began to identify 

the benefits of children’s risk-taking in outdoor play, commonly termed risky play 
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(Brussoni, Olsen, Pike, & Sleet, 2012; Kleppe, Melhuish, & Sandseter, 2017; 

Sandseter, 2009b). Immediate and long term benefits of risky play can contribute 

to physical, social, emotional development and overall health and wellbeing 

(Brussoni et al., 2015; Christensen & Mikkelsen, 2008; Farmer et al., 2017; Gill, 

2007; Madge & Barker, 2007; Sandseter & Kennair, 2011; Tovey, 2007). 

Researchers have identified that many children enjoy taking risks and if 

appropriate opportunities are not provided, children will often take risks in 

inappropriate ways (Brussoni et al., 2012; Little & Wyver, 2010; Sandseter, 2009c). 

Research on children’s risky play continues to emerge, offering insights on a range 

of topics, including children’s engagement in risky play and adults’ attitudes 

toward risky play in early childhood education (ECE) settings (Jelleyman, McPhee, 

Brussoni, Bundy, & Duncan, 2019; Kleppe, 2018; McFarland & Laird, 2017). 

 

Consistent with reports and research on children’s risk-taking, an increasing 

number of ECE curricula and frameworks call for educators to provide 

opportunities for children to take risks in learning, creativity, play and exploration. 

For example, Play, Participation, and Possibilities: An Early Learning and Child Care 

Curriculum Framework for Alberta (Canada) encourages educators to provide 

space and freedom for children to take healthy risks in learning (Makovichuk, 

Hewes, Lirette, & Thomas, 2014). Similarly, Belonging, Being and Becoming: The 

Early Years Learning Framework for Australia (EYLF), encourages educators to 

provide opportunities for children to take risks in both indoor and outdoor 

environments and in all aspects of their learning (Australian Government 

Department of Education Employment and Workplace Relations [DEEWR], 2009). 

Although the ECE frameworks discussed here encourage educators to provide 

opportunities for children to take risks, they do not explicitly state what kinds of 

risks children might take. The inclusion of risk-taking in curricula and frameworks 

means people working in the ECE sector have a responsibility to develop an in-

depth knowledge of risk-taking both conceptually and in practice. 

 

Concurrent with the inclusion of risk-taking for children in curricula and 

frameworks, education scholars around the world call for educators to embrace 

new approaches to educational practice (Biesta, 2014; Dahlberg, Moss, & Pence, 

2013; Elliott & Chancellor, 2014). Conventional teaching methods and 
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standardised educational policies and practices are no longer considered sufficient 

for meeting the needs of our modern globalised world (Biesta, 2014; Dahlberg et 

al., 2013; Grieshaber & Ryan, 2005; Hardy, 2013). Educators of today can no longer 

rely on traditional approaches based on teaching homogeneous communities. 

Creating educational practices for diverse communities calls for “a different set of 

knowledges and curricular approaches” and the willingness of educators to 

challenge the status quo (Grieshaber & Ryan, 2005, p. 5). Exploring and embracing 

new and innovative approaches to education requires educators to take risks 

(Howard et al., 2018; Howard & Gigliotti, 2016; Twyford, Le Fevre, & Timperley, 

2017). Yet ECE research has predominantly focused on one area of risk-taking in 

ECE. 

 

ECE specific risk literature has principally focused on children’s outdoor physical 

risk-taking (risky play). Non-ECE specific risk literature identifies risk-taking as 

possible in many aspects of life, including social, environmental and political risk-

taking (Lupton, 2013; Lupton & Tulloch, 2002). Identifying this disparity between 

ECE risk literature and non-ECE specific risk literature led me to reflect on my own 

experiences as an early childhood educator. I thought about children cutting fruit 

with sharp knives and using real crockery – activities that seemed like they could 

be risky but did not fit with the common understanding of risky play – they were 

not outside and they were not play. I remembered twin boys I once taught who 

liked to dress in pink gowns and tutus, even though they knew their father did not 

approve. I remembered how I had advocated for them. I began to wonder whether 

risk-taking may be an inherent part of many ECE experiences for both children and 

educators? There are a small number of ECE research papers that suggest 

children’s risk-taking may take place indoors and in a range of everyday ECE 

experiences (e.g., New, Mardell, & Robinson, 2005; Saunders, 2014; Stephenson, 

2003), and that educators might also engage in risk-taking (Bundy et al., 2009; 

New et al., 2005). Despite these suggestions, there appears to be a scarcity of 

research exploring risk-taking in ECE beyond children’s outdoor risky play.  

 

This thesis addresses the gap in research related to risk-taking in ECE. It does this 

by exploring ECE educators’ perspectives on, and practices with, both children’s 

and their own risk-taking. This exploration is informed by a broad view of risk-



Chapter One: Introduction 

5 
 

taking and extends on previous research focussing on children’s risk-taking in 

outdoor physical play. The thesis is presented as a series of five journal articles 

drawn together by an exegesis. This introductory chapter provides an overview of 

definitions, connotations and theoretical approaches to risk, and how risk is 

viewed in society and in relation to children. This is followed by an orientation 

toward the concept of voluntary risk-taking and the early childhood education 

policy context in which the study is located. The chapter concludes by describing 

the aims of the study, an overview of the research project and an outline of the 

structure of the thesis. 

 

Risk 

As an integral part of everyday life, we might assume to have a common 

understanding of risk. Yet there are significant variations in definitions, 

connotations and theories of risk (Burgess, Alemanno, & Zinn, 2016; Lupton, 2013; 

Taylor‐Gooby & Zinn, 2006). Definitions of risk include a range of terms and 

concepts, including loss, harm, injury, uncertainty, opportunity, danger, failure, 

potential, reward, consequences and probability (Adams, 1995, 2016; Aven, 2016; 

Burgess et al., 2016; Lupton, 2013). Some definitions focus on uncertainty, some on 

loss and danger and others on the possibility of reward (Adams, 1995; Aven & 

Renn, 2009; Beghetto, 2018; Little, 2010; Madge & Barker, 2007; Skjong, 2005). 

These variations in focus give rise to a range of connotations, both positive and 

negative (Douglas, 1994; Lupton, 2013). Positive connotations of risk often relate 

to the possibility of success or gain (Adams, 1995; Lupton, 2013; Pinkus, 2011; 

Skjong, 2005). Connotations of risk as negative often relate to dangerous events 

beyond human control, such as extreme weather (Beck, 1999; Lupton, 2013). Some 

argue that a contemporary view of risk is weighted toward the negative, focussing 

on loss, danger and harm (Douglas, 1994; Lupton, 2013). However, in the past 15 

years or so, a positive view of risk is remerging, with researchers and 

commentators identifying the benefits of deliberately engaging with some kinds of 

risk (Beghetto, 2018; Biesta, 2014; Brown, 2015; Davis, 2009; Dweck, 2012; Gill, 

2007; Lupton & Tulloch, 2002; Sandseter, 2012). 

 

There are a variety of academic theorisations of risk. Broadly speaking, there are 

two predominant approaches to risk theorisation: technical and scientific, or 
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‘realist’, approaches; and cultural and social, or ‘constructivist’, approaches 

(Lupton, 2013; Taylor‐Gooby & Zinn, 2006). Realist approaches to risk 

theorisation, used by scientists, psychologists, engineers and economists, focus on 

measurable elements of risk. Measurable elements of risk include ‘objective’ or 

‘taken for granted’ aspects, such as the possibility of breaking a bone by falling, and 

psychometrics, such as an individual’s risk tolerance and risk decision making 

processes (Lupton, 2013; Zinn, 2016). Realist approaches to risk apply probability, 

statistics and expert knowledge aimed at measuring and managing risk (Lupton, 

2013; Zinn, 2016). Alternatively, constructivist approaches to risk theorisation 

seek to understand “the social and cultural contexts in which risk is understood, 

lived, embodied and negotiated” (Lupton, 2013, p. 36). Such approaches, used by 

cultural anthropologists, philosophers and sociologists, tend to view risk as a 

socially constructed phenomenon based on beliefs, values, time, context and 

cultural influence (Doron, 2016; Lupton, 2013; Zinn, 2009). Constructivist 

approaches to risk theorisation focus on how risk is perceived, understood and 

experienced. 

 

Risk theories, and approaches to risk theory in research, do not always fit neatly 

within the broad camps of realist and constructivist approaches. Some theorists 

take a ‘weak’ stance of one approach and others apply aspects from both camps 

(Lupton, 2013; Taylor‐Gooby & Zinn, 2006; Twyford et al., 2017). The view of risk I 

take within this thesis is influenced by both realist and constructivist approaches. I 

define risk as an action, experience or event characterised by uncertainty and the 

possibility of positive or negative outcomes (Adams, 1995; Aven & Renn, 2009; 

Burgess et al., 2016; Little, 2010; Madge & Barker, 2007). I see risk as involving 

both objective and subjective elements. In this research, I focus on educators’ 

perspectives and experiences of risk, positioning the research toward the social 

constructivist end of the realist-constructivist continuum. I understand 

perspectives and experiences of risk to be contextually and culturally located 

(Lupton, 2013). My view of risk is influenced by views evident in the modern 

minority world, predominantly English speaking countries such as America, 

England and Australia (the latter being the location of the research) and parts of 

Europe, mainly Scandinavia. My view of risk is also influenced by my privileged 

positioning as a white middle class Australian. Before describing the specific aspect 
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of risk that I focus on in this thesis, I give an overview of how risk is viewed in 

contemporary minority world society. 

 

Risk in society 

Although risk and uncertainty have always been an embedded aspect of life, there 

has been an increased focus on risk in modern society (Beck, 1999; Burgess et al., 

2016; Douglas & Wildavsky, 1982; Furedi, 2018; Lupton, 2013). Prominent risk 

theorists and commentators suggest that the increased focus on risk, and the 

predominant view of risk as negative, has led to increasing risk aversion (Ball, 

2007; Beck, 2006; Douglas & Wildavsky, 1982; Furedi, 2018; Gill, 2007; Lupton, 

2013; Madge & Barker, 2007; Tulloch & Lupton, 2003). Leading risk theories 

aimed at explaining the increase in risk aversion (at a time of exceptional health 

and medical provision) include Beck’s (1999) theory of the ‘world risk society’ and 

Douglas and Wildavsky’s (1982) ‘cultural theory of risk’. Beck’s theory of the 

‘world risk society’ describes minority world, post-industrial society as dominated 

by a preoccupation with risks, principally in the form of anticipated global 

catastrophes, such as climate change and terrorism (Beck, 2006). Beck (2006) 

argues that this preoccupation with risk is due to ‘reflexive modernisation’, this 

being the realisation that the institutions responsible for keeping society safe from 

risk, such as science, military and governments, are flawed, ineffectual and often 

counter-productive. Beck (2006) suggests that many modern day risks, can neither 

be avoided nor guarded against. Douglas and Wildavsky’s (1982) ‘cultural theory 

of risk’, regularly referred to as Cultural Theory, holds that modern day risk 

aversion is connected to society’s fear of negative events and behaviours adversely 

affecting a preferred way of life. The theory maintains that individuals and social 

groups select what they view as a ‘risk’ as a way of achieving and maintaining 

moral and social order (Douglas, 1994). For example, if a social group deems drug 

taking as an inappropriate behaviour, then the society also deems that it is risky to 

engage in these behaviours, because of the social disapproval the person will 

receive and the negative effect the behaviour may have on society.  

 

The identification of behaviours and events as risky inevitably leads to some form 

of risk management or regulation. Since time immemorial, individuals and groups 

have engaged in risk management and self-regulation (Alemanno, 2016). In 
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contemporary society, there has been an increase in formal external regulation by 

governments and organisations, as well as an increased reliance on ‘expert 

opinion’ to assess and manage risks (Alemanno, 2016; Doron, 2016; Furedi, 2002; 

Lupton, 2013; Madge & Barker, 2007). Risk scholars offer a range of explanations 

for this change in risk regulation, assessment and management. Explanations 

include: as a response to newly created risks (Beck, 1992); as evidence of 

increasing risk aversion (Madge & Barker, 2007); and as an attribute of the rise of 

the ‘regulatory state’ (Majone, 2016). The result of an increase in formal external 

regulation and reliance on ‘expert opinion’ is a reduction in individual agency and 

autonomy (Beck, 2006; Furedi, 2018; Lupton, 2013). Perhaps in response to this 

reduction in agency and autonomy, or because of increased risk aversion, research 

and commentary on the benefits of deliberately engaging with risk-taking are on 

the rise (Beghetto, 2018; Biesta, 2014; Brown, 2015; Dweck, 2012; Gill, 2007; 

Lupton & Tulloch, 2002). Before orienting toward risk-taking and its benefits, I 

turn to a discussion on risk in childhood. 

 

Risk in childhood 

Although all humans encounter risk, the way risk is viewed in relation to children 

warrants attention. As argued above, there has been an increase in external risk 

assessment, management and regulation. This increase has made significant 

changes to the way childhood is experienced. As medical systems advance, deaths 

from diseases have decreased and research has explored ways to manage a range 

of safety concerns, such as death and hospitalisation from unintentional injuries 

(Morrongiello & Corbett, 2008; Morrongiello, Klemencic, & Corbett, 2008; UNICEF, 

2019). Whilst managing risk in childhood has been largely beneficial, research 

indicates that some approaches to risk management have inhibited opportunities 

for children’s physical activity, exploration, discovery and potentially beneficial 

risk-taking (Gill, 2007; Kyttä, 2004; Little, Naughton, Tranter, & Sandseter, 2010). 

Decreased independent mobility is one indicator of these changes (Ball, 2002; 

Christensen & O'Brien, 2003; Gill, 2007; Hillman, Adams, & Whitelegg, 1990). As 

discussed below, increased media, traffic, societal judgement and injury prevention 

have been reported as key reasons for the change in children’s independent 

mobility. 
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Media access and trends in reporting are said to have an impact on the concerns 

adults have in allowing children’s independent mobility (Beck, 2006; Furedi, 2005; 

Gill, 2007; Madge & Barker, 2007). Research shows that although children are no 

more likely to be abducted in current times than they were a generation ago 

(Harrendorf, Heiskanen, & Malby, 2010; United Nations, 2017), media coverage of 

fearful events involving children is markedly different from the past. For example, 

a project investigating the reporting of child murders in the 1930s, 1960s and 

1990s identified a change from these being seen as isolated evil events, to being 

portrayed as symptomatic of a general decline in the safety of society (Wardle, 

2006), thus increasing societal fears. 

 

Increased traffic and judgement by others also elevate adults’ concerns and limit 

their willingness to allow children independent mobility (Brussoni et al., 2015; 

Christensen & Mikkelsen, 2008; Gill, 2007; Little & Wyver, 2008; Madge & Barker, 

2007). Many parents do not allow their children to do what they did as a child 

without supervision (Brussoni et al., 2015; Niehues, Bundy, Broom, & Tranter, 

2016), such as walk to school independently. Research shows that interventions 

that help parents understand the benefits of risk-taking can result in parents 

allowing their children more freedom and responsibility (Niehues et al., 2016). 

 

Injury prevention strategies have also impacted children’s freedom and 

independence. Decreases in deaths from diseases have left unintentional injuries 

as the primary cause of death and hospitalisation for children worldwide (Stanford 

Children's Health, 2020; World Health Organisation (WHO), 2004). This indicates 

that injury prevention has, and continues to be, a key concern (Brussoni et al., 

2014; Brussoni et al., 2015; Morrongiello & Matheis, 2007). Researchers report, 

however, that injury prevention strategies have resulted in ‘surplus safety’; this 

being, the removal of experiences that are beneficial to children’s health and 

development, in lieu of protecting them from negative experiences and injury 

(Brussoni et al., 2015; Jambor, 1995; Little et al., 2010; Stephenson, 2003). Surplus 

safety has resulted in children seeking risk in other, often more precarious ways 

(Brussoni et al., 2012; Gill, 2007; Little & Wyver, 2010; Sandseter, 2009c). For 

example, if children are not provided appropriate places for climbing, they may 

attempt to climb structures that are too high, broken or without recommended fall 
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surfaces. Researchers now advocate for a balanced approach to injury prevention 

and play opportunities, that recognises the potential benefits of risk-taking (Ball, 

2007; Brussoni et al., 2014; Brussoni et al., 2012; Gill, 2007; Little, 2010; Little et 

al., 2010; Madge & Barker, 2007). This change in approach to risk in children’s play 

demonstrates that there is a growing understanding that avoiding risk is neither 

possible or desirable (Brown, 2015; Little & Eager, 2015; Lupton & Tulloch, 2002). 

It also illustrates that understanding risk and risk-taking is perhaps now more 

important than ever. Having discussed definitions, connotations and theories of 

risk, and views on risk in society and childhood, I now turn to the concept of risk-

taking – the specific focus of this thesis.  

 

Orienting to risk-taking 

In this thesis, I focus on the concept of risk-taking. Risk-taking differs from being at 

risk. Being at risk is the vulnerable and often involuntary position of being at risk 

of harm (Cooke, Wong, & Press, 2019; Madge & Barker, 2007). The notion of being 

at risk focusses on risk as negative, because of the likelihood of danger, hazard, loss 

or threat (Fischoff & Kadvany, 2011; Zinn, 2009). Alternatively, risk-taking is 

engaging in an act or experience characterised by uncertainty and the possibility of 

either positive or negative outcomes (Aven & Renn, 2009; Lupton & Tulloch, 2002; 

Madge & Barker, 2007; Zinn, 2009, 2016). Zinn (2016) describes two types of risk-

taking: risk behaviour and voluntary risk-taking. Risk behaviour is usually 

impulsive, enacted without thorough consideration of potential outcomes and 

often leads to danger, harm or negative consequences (Zinn, 2015). Common 

examples of risk behaviour include drink driving, not wearing seatbelts and 

smoking (Zinn, 2015). Voluntary risk-taking is thoughtful, considered and enacted 

with the hope for positive consequences (Lupton & Tulloch, 2002; Lyng, 1990; 

Starr, 1969; Tulloch & Lupton, 2003; Zinn, 2016, 2019). Examples of voluntary 

risk-taking include taking a principled stand on a social concern, moving to a new 

country and sky diving (Lupton & Tulloch, 2002; Lyng, 2009). Voluntary risk-

taking, also termed healthy or beneficial risk-taking,  has been described as “a form 

of social action” (Zinn, 2015, p. 101) where individuals consciously face challenges, 

conquer fears and seek excitement and thrills (Cooke et al., 2019; Davis, 2009; 

Lupton & Tulloch, 2002; Zinn, 2015). Beghetto (2018) conceptualises two kinds of 

voluntary risk-taking: good risk-taking and beautiful risk-taking. Good risk-taking 
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has outcomes that may be beneficial for the individual taking the risk. Beautiful 

risk-taking has outcomes that may be beneficial to individuals, groups and society. 

Voluntary risk-taking is the focus of this research and hence forth will be referred 

to simply as risk-taking. 

 

Dimensions and benefits of risk-taking 

To further understand risk-taking, researchers have explored a range of aspects, 

including motivations, experiences and perspectives associated with taking risks, 

as well as the benefits. Zinn (2019) identifies four key dimensions of risk-taking: 

motivation, control, reflexivity, and development and protection of identity. In 

terms of motivation, individuals engage in risk-taking for a variety of reasons, 

including “as an end in itself, as a means to an end, and as a response to 

vulnerability” (Zinn, 2019, p. 3). Risk-taking as an end in itself is motivated by the 

enjoyment of the risk itself, the thrill and excitement of being on the edge of 

control (Lyng, 2009; Zinn, 2019). Risk-taking as a means to an end is motivated by 

the achievement of a particular purpose, such as personal or material gain (Zinn, 

2019). Risk-taking as a response to vulnerability is when people take risks because 

they feel like they have no other option in a difficult situation (Zinn, 2019). For 

example, people may take the risk to leave their country in dangerous 

circumstances to escape injustice or persecution. Risk-taking in this sense can 

provide people with hope (Hayenhjelm, 2006). In terms of control, research shows 

that people take risks as a way of asserting agency, power or control in their lives 

(Zinn, 2019). The dimension of control in risk-taking is deeply embedded in social 

context and so people’s choices about taking risks are often influenced by the 

social context in which they make decisions (Zinn, 2019). Reflexivity refers to the 

consciousness with which one takes risks (Zinn, 2019). Some risk-taking is 

normalised within everyday routines, such as driving a car, while others are more 

consciously taken, such as rock climbing (Zinn, 2019). Lastly, the dimension of 

development and protection of identity deems that people may take risks either in 

the creation of their identity or to maintain an already established identity, such as 

that of a brave adolescent or masculine man (Creighton, Oliffe, McMillan, & Saewyc, 

2015; Lightfoot, 1997; Zinn, 2019).  
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Although all humans engage in risk-taking, some individuals seek more risk than 

others (Adams, 1995; Apter, 1992; Brussoni et al., 2014; Madge & Barker, 2007; 

Zinn, 2016; Zuckerman, 2000). This search for increased risk-taking is termed 

sensation seeking and is a personality trait which Zuckerman (2000) argues is 

influenced by genetic makeup. Zuckerman’s research suggests that low presence of 

the enzyme monoamine oxidase (MAO) in an individual can result in a greater 

propensity for sensation seeking. Based on this theory, those who are high 

sensation seekers will seek out risky and challenging experiences, whilst those 

who are low sensation seekers will avoid risk. This results in high sensation 

seekers being exposed to more risky experiences, which in turn both develops 

their ability to manage risk and leads them to perceive risky situations as less risky 

than the way more risk averse people might perceive them (Horvath & Zuckerman, 

1993; Jambor, 1995). This notion of feeling less at risk is known as optimistic bias 

(Weinstein, 1989). Optimistic bias is one of the factors that influences risk 

perception. For a fuller discussion on the factors influencing risk perception, see 

Article One. Regardless of natural disposition toward risk-taking and risk 

perception, all individuals have intuitive risk assessment skills. The process of 

intuitive risk assessment can be understood through Adams’ (1995) risk 

thermostat. The risk thermostat (Figure 1.1) illustrates how potential detriment is 

measured against possible rewards, resulting in a balancing act of risk tolerance 

and decision making. Individuals can build on their intuitive risk assessment skills 

through engagement in risk-taking experiences (Lavrysen et al., 2017). Developing 

risk assessment skills is just one of the benefits of engaging in risk-taking. 

 

 

Figure 1.1. The risk thermostat (Adams, 1995, p. 15) 
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In addition to exploring the dimensions of risk-taking, researchers in psychology, 

sociology and education have identified that taking risks can have a range of 

benefits. In psychology, Dweck’s (2012) extensive research exploring motivation, 

personality and development shows that the disposition to take risks and learn 

from them is an important element in achieving one’s potential. In sociology, 

Brown (2015) discovered that having the courage to step out of one’s comfort zone 

and take risks can lead to healthier and happier lives. Lupton and Tulloch (2002) 

and Zinn (2016) argue that risk-taking provides joy, excitement and pleasure. A 

study by Lupton and Tulloch (2002) found that many people see risk-taking as a 

way of making life interesting, with one participant saying “life would be pretty 

dull without risk” (p. 117). In addition to enjoyment, Zinn (2016), as discussed 

earlier, has identified that taking risks can provide a sense of achievement, agency 

and identity, as well as hope, and control. Educational research focussing on risky 

play has identified that taking risks can benefit children’s physical, social, 

emotional development and overall health and wellbeing (Brussoni et al., 2015; 

Christensen & Mikkelsen, 2008; Farmer et al., 2017; Gill, 2007; Madge & Barker, 

2007; Sandseter & Kennair, 2011; Tovey, 2007). Risk-taking provides 

opportunities for children to learn new skills, try new behaviours, test the limits of 

their physical, intellectual and social development, and ultimately the possibility of 

reaching their potential (Little, 2008). Researchers suggest that risk-taking can 

have anti-phobic effects, with exposure to fear inducing experiences within a 

secure environment, mirroring the effects of cognitive behavioural therapy 

(Majdandžić et al., 2018; Sandseter & Kennair, 2011). Early childhood literature 

suggests an environment that supports and encourages risk-taking can aid the 

development of key life dispositions (Claxton & Carr, 2004; Tovey, 2007) such as 

perseverance (Stephenson, 2003), entrepreneurialism (Gill, 2007; Jones, 2007; 

Madge & Barker, 2007), resilience (Brussoni et al., 2015; Gill, 2007; Jones, 2007; 

Krieger, 2016; Madge & Barker, 2007), creativity (Beghetto, 2018; Pankove & 

Kogan, 1968; Simmons & Ren, 2009; Tovey, 2007) and the ability to cope with and 

manage failure (Costa, 2001; Stephenson, 2003). Recognising these benefits, 

children’s risk-taking is increasingly being promoted in education settings. 
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Policy context for risk-taking in early childhood education 

Administrators of our modern schooling systems have traditionally held a view of 

risk-as-danger (Biesta, 2014; Grieshaber & McArdle, 2014; Hardy, 2015), focusing 

on students at risk and unwanted risk behaviours. This view has resulted in 

attempts to eradicate risk. Standardised curricula, national testing, rigid routines 

and other such education policies and structures are aimed at ensuring outcomes 

through the avoidance of risk (Biesta, 2014; Grieshaber & McArdle, 2014; McLeod 

& Giardiello, 2019). Yet, in line with the potential benefits discussed above, a 

positive view of risk-taking in education is beginning to appear in education 

literature.  

 

In primary and secondary education, the disposition to take risks is increasingly 

seen as a desirable character trait that educators are encouraged to nurture in 

their students (Beghetto, 2018; Ingram, 2017). The International Baccalaureate 

curriculum lists risk-taker as one of ten traits of their learner profile (International 

Baccalaureate, 2013). Round Square schools, another international curriculum 

approach, include courage as one of the attitudes they hope students will develop 

throughout their learning journey (Round Square, 2020).  

 

In ECE, risk-taking for children is increasingly being included in curricula and 

frameworks around the world. The frameworks produced for Wales, Northern 

Ireland, Norway and Canada all include specific articulation of risk-taking as 

something to be encouraged for children (Department for Education, 2019; 

Department for Education and Skills, 2015; Makovichuk et al., 2014; Sandseter, 

2018). The Welsh framework, Curriculum for Wales: Foundation Phase Framework, 

states children should be given opportunities to take risks in play (Department for 

Education and Skills, 2015). Similarly, the Norwegian framework, Framework Plan 

for Kindergartens, encourages educators to “evaluate and master risky play 

through physical challenges” (p. 49). In Australia, major ECE reform in 2009 

resulted in the inclusion of risk-taking for children in the National Quality 

Framework (NQF) (Australian Children's Education and Care Quality Authority 

[ACECQA], 2017; DEEWR, 2009). The NQF, comprised of the following series of 

documents: The National Law and Regulations, National Quality Standard (NQS) 

and Belonging, Being and Becoming: The Early Years Learning Framework for 
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Australia, includes numerous references to risk-taking for children. The NQF says 

that although services need to take reasonable precaution to protect children from 

harm, they do not need to “eliminate all risk and challenge from children’s play 

environments” (ACECQA, 2017, p. 68). The NQF encourages educators to provide 

opportunities for children to take risks, supervise children while they participate 

in high-risk activities and support children as they participate in new and 

challenging experiences. The inclusion of risk-taking for children in the NQF means 

Australian educators, along with those from Wales, Northern Ireland, Norway and 

Canada, have a responsibility to understand and provide for children’s risk-taking. 

 

The inclusion of risk-taking for children in ECE curricula and frameworks is a 

positive move, yet education scholars around the world call for the education 

sector to embrace a broader view of risk-taking, including risk-taking for 

educators. Biesta (2014) identifies education, like life, as inherently risky. He 

argues that the human interaction within education – the dialogic dance between 

teacher and student – means that education is by nature unpredictable and 

uncertain. Biesta proposes that we can never guarantee a perfect match between 

teacher input and student outcomes and need to embrace “the beautiful risk 

inherent in all education” (p. 9). ECE scholars Grieshaber and McArdle (2014) align 

educators’ risk-taking with creativity. They argue that taking risks is necessary for 

the development of creative teachers and that creative teachers are needed for the 

development of creative children. Grieshaber and McArdle suggest that the 

development of ECE programs that are responsive to diverse contexts, times and 

place, requires experimentation and an acceptance of uncertainty. Echoing this 

sentiment, Smith and Campbell (2014) recognise the necessity of educators’ risk-

taking in creating context specific practices. Smith and Campbell identify the 

courage needed by educators to resist dominant practices when they do not meet 

the needs of the children and community in which they are enacted. Similarly, 

McLeod and Giardiello (2019) advocate risk-taking for educators as a way of 

empowering children and educators to create critically reflective education with a 

vision beyond standardised outcomes – towards education as a transformative and 

morally informed endeavour (Kemmis & Smith, 2008).  
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To varying extents, some ECE frameworks also call for educators to take risks. Play, 

Participation, and Possibilities: An Early Learning and Child Care Curriculum 

Framework for Alberta (Canada) encourages educators to take risks and face 

challenges “within the spirit of learning” (p. 59) and in “creating authentically 

shared places of vitality with children and families” (p. 36). In Australia, the NQF 

and Australian Professional Standards for Teachers (which describe the 

professional expectations of educators working with children aged four and up) do 

not make specific reference to educators’ risk-taking. Yet there are practices 

encouraged in both documents that may require educators to take risks. These 

include: undertaking professional learning and reflection, working collaboratively 

with colleagues, using a range of teaching strategies to meet the needs of diverse 

learners, developing positive and trusting relationships, challenging practices, 

assumptions and traditional approaches, applying professional judgement and 

constructing curriculum relevant to local contexts (ACECQA, 2017; Australian 

Institute for Teaching and School Leadership, 2017). Additionally, all educators in 

Australian ECE services are expected to enact the NQF to the same standard, 

regardless of their qualifications (Grieshaber & Graham, 2017). This means that 

the same expectations are placed on educators who have a Certificate III (six 

month qualification) as educators who have a Bachelor’s Degree (four year 

qualification). This no doubt means that many educators are required to step out 

of their comfort zone, try new things and take on challenges. 

 

In this thesis, I argue that a broad view of risk-taking, coupled with conditions that 

make risk-taking possible, is vital for the health and wellbeing of our society and 

our planet. As the education sector embraces a positive view of risk-taking, 

Bialostok, Whitman, and Bradley (2012) criticise this as simply the new “buzz 

word in education”, focused on entrepreneurialism for a neoliberal society (p. 8). I 

argue for an alternative view of risk-taking. The disposition to take risks puts one 

in the position to make choices driven not by expected norms or limited 

perspectives, but choices enacted in the name of freedom and emancipation. Risk-

taking is about having the courage to make judgements, advocate, question and 

challenge – to move beyond what is already known and into the unknown (Biesta, 

2014). It is through taking risks that humans can move beyond the confines of a 

neoliberal world view to create alternative visions of happiness and success. For 
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both children and educators to have the courage to take risks, it is crucial that 

society and education systems recognise, understand and support risk-taking as a 

fundamental aspect of education. As argued by Biesta (2014) “if we take the risk 

out of education, there is a real chance that we take out education altogether” (p. 

1). 

 

Aims of the research 

The research presented in this thesis aims to contribute to our understanding of 

risk-taking in education by exploring a broad range of risk-taking in ECE, for both 

children and educators. Focussing on educators in high quality ECE services that 

expressly value children’s risk-taking, the research investigates educators’ 

conceptualisations of risk-taking and their engagement with risk-taking in 

practice. Influenced by the dominance of literature on children’s outdoor physical 

risk-taking (risky play), the research explores educators’ broad perspectives on 

children’s risk-taking. The research also explores whether educators see risk-

taking as part of their own professional practice and the arrangements within and 

brought to ECE settings that enable and constrain educators’ risk-taking. The study 

is guided by the following research questions: 

 

1. How is risk-taking conceptualised by educators in high quality ECE services 

that expressly value children’s risk-taking?  

 

2. What enables and constrains the risk-taking practices of educators in high 

quality ECE services that expressly value children’s risk-taking? 

 

My rationale and method for selecting ‘high quality ECE services’ is explained in 

the following section. The criteria of ‘services that expressly value children’s risk-

taking’ refers to ECE services where educators are encouraged to offer a range of 

opportunities for children to take risks as part of their everyday pedagogical 

practices. Further discussion on both ‘high quality ECE services’ and ‘services that 

expressly value children’s risk-taking’ takes place in Chapter Four. 
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Overview of the research project 

The doctoral project was nested and designed within the context of a larger study 

titled Exemplary Early Childhood Educators at Work: A Multi-level Investigation 

(ARC LP160100532). Exemplary Early Childhood Educators at Work is a 

workforce study focussing on “the nature of educators’ work and the context 

within which they work” (Press, Harrison, Wong, Gibson, & Ryan, 2016, p. 1). The 

overarching aims of the project are to: 1) identify the work, skills and knowledge of 

exemplary early childhood educators in each of the three mandated qualification 

levels: Certificate III1, Diploma2, Bachelor’s Degree3 and 2) investigate and 

document the organisational, professional and relational dimensions evident in 

high quality childcare centres and preschools with educators whose work is 

considered exemplary.  

 

The Exemplary Early Childhood Educators at Work study focuses on educators in 

high quality ECE services to “ensure that data obtained…is tied specifically to the 

delivery of high quality programs” (Press et al., 2016, p. 1). In three data collection 

phases over four years, the study is led by a team of six chief investigators and 

supported by the Australian Research Council (ARC LP160100532) and eight 

industry partners including employers, unions and professional development 

agencies. The study employs the theory of practice architectures as a theoretical 

and analytical tool. Nested within the study are four doctoral research projects, 

each with their own topic. The research described in this thesis is one of those 

projects. 

 

The research reported in this thesis contributes to the Exemplary Early Childhood 

Educators at Work study by identifying and documenting the risk-taking practices 

of educators in high quality ECE and the conditions that make these practices 

possible. Although connected to the Exemplary Early Childhood Educators at Work 

study, all design, implementation, data collection and analysis have been 

 

1 Certificate III is a six-month qualification and is the minimum requirement to work in long day 
care or as an assistant in a kindergarten program 

2 Diploma is a 12-18-month course and is an advanced qualification that enables an educator to 
work as a room leader or centre manager in long day care or as an assistant in a kindergarten 
program 

3 Bachelor’s Degree is a four-year academic undergraduate degree and is required to work as a 
teacher in a government funded kindergarten program 
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completed by me, Mandy Cooke, and remained separate to the larger project. 

Nesting my project within the Exemplary Early Childhood Educators at Work study 

led me to employ some theoretical and methodological approaches consistent with 

the larger study, namely, the focus on high quality ECE services and use of the 

theory of practice architectures.  

 

High quality ECE services: As a project nested within the Exemplary Early 

Childhood Educators at Work study, it was important that my study also obtained 

data linked to the delivery of high quality programs. It is for this reason that, like 

the larger project, I focused on high quality ECE services. High quality ECE services 

were selected following the recruitment strategy used by the overarching project, 

that being services that had achieved an ‘exceeding’ rating in every quality area 

and standard in the Australian quality assessment and rating process. Selecting 

high quality services from which to invite educators for participation meant that 

participants’ contributions were likely to be thoughtful and reflective, and based 

on high quality practices – as critical reflection and high quality practices are 

recognised characteristics of high quality ECE (Barnes, 2013; Press, 2006; Sylva, 

Melhuish, Sammons, Siraj-Blatchford, & Taggart, 2010). Critical reflection and high 

quality practices are also elements assessed within the Australian quality 

assessment and rating process (ACECQA, 2017). The rationale for selecting 

educators from high quality ECE services is further discussed in Chapter Four. 

 

In choosing to focus on high quality ECE services it is important to acknowledge 

that the notion of quality is contested. Whilst I acknowledge this, I also recognise 

that it is the current dominant paradigm in ECE (Dahlberg et al., 2013; Duhn & 

Grieshaber, 2016; Klinkhammer, Schäfer, Harring, & Gwinner, 2017). In writing 

this section, I have grappled with notions of quality as a multifaceted, complex, 

value-laden and subjective concept and I have explored ideas from scholars calling 

for a move ‘beyond quality’ (Dahlberg et al., 2013; Duhn & Grieshaber, 2016; 

Hunkin, 2016). I began by writing a long explanation of the various paradigms 

around quality, but that’s not what this thesis is about. What is important is to 

acknowledge that there are a diverse range of perspectives and approaches to ECE. 

It is also important, as encouraged by Moss (2016), to state the perspective taken 

in a discussion or research project. For the purpose of this research, I have chosen 



Chapter One: Introduction 

20 
 

to work within the dominant quality paradigm. I make this choice as a way of 

acknowledging the extensive research that identifies both that quality matters and 

that particular practices are likely to result in positive outcomes and experiences 

for children (Department of Education and Training, 2017; Organisation for 

Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2017; Press & Hayes, 2000). I do 

not make this choice to discount the subjective, complex and value-laden nature of 

quality, nor to advocate against alternatives to the dominant paradigm. I believe 

that high quality ECE can be achieved through either the dominant quality 

paradigm or alternative perspectives – if ECE is enacted as ‘wise practice’ 

(Goodfellow, 2001), or praxis (Kemmis & Smith, 2008). I also believe that both the 

topic of my research and the theory that frames the research attend to often 

criticised issues around quality, such as standardisation. By exploring risk-taking 

as a topic, I invite diversity, exploration, uncertainty and critique of long held 

assumptions, such as those held about children, educators and education. As a 

theoretical framework, the theory of practice architectures invites a site-based and 

therefore individualised critique of taken-for-granted practices – as a way of 

moving beyond “the elusive search for best practice” (Mockler, 2016, p. xxiii). The 

combination of the topic of risk-taking and the theory of practice architectures 

provides a way for me to work within the dominant paradigm of quality, whilst 

inviting positive transformation beyond quality; a way of acknowledging what we 

already know and moving toward what we are yet to imagine (Biesta, 2014).  

 

It is also important to acknowledge that identification of high quality services 

through the measure of assessment and rating is problematic, due to criticisms 

such as limitations in perspectives (Dahlberg et al., 2013) and issues of 

standardisation (Penn, 2011). As with my decision to work within the paradigm of 

quality, I make a deliberate choice to use the Australian quality assessment and 

rating process as a measure of high quality. The quality assessment and rating 

process is the only commonly understood comparative tool currently available in 

Australia to identify service quality (Early Learning: Everyone Benefits, 2017; 

Penn, 2011). Although not without criticism, the assessment and rating process is a 

genuine attempt to encourage high quality. Standards in the assessment and rating 

process are based on internationally recognised indicators of high quality (OECD, 

2017; Press, 2006).  
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The theory of practice architectures: In nesting my project within the Exemplary 

Early Childhood Educators at Work study it was not essential that I employ the 

same theoretical framework. However, after assessing a range of theoretical 

approaches, the theory of practice architectures appeared as both appropriate and 

felicitous for use in my research. The theory of practice architectures is a site-

based practice theory with a strong focus on education. Practice theory is a 

relatively recent contribution to ways of thinking about the world (Nicolini, 2013). 

Practice theories focus on the various elements, assemblages and interconnections 

of social and organisational phenomena (Nicolini, 2013). Practice theories offer 

ways of exploring and describing the complexity and interconnectedness between 

humans, language, actions, interactions, time, place, organisations and material 

objects (Nicolini, 2013). There are multiple justifications for selection of the theory 

of practice architectures for the research presented in this thesis. Firstly, the 

theory provides a suitable theoretical, methodological and analytical approach for 

answering the research questions – that being, a comprehensive framework that 

can be used to unpack educators’ conceptualisations, practices and the 

arrangements that enable and constrain educators’ practices. Secondly, there is 

extensive proven use of the theory of practice architectures in educational 

research and growing use in ECE. Thirdly, there is an alignment between the 

theoretical underpinnings of the theory of practice architectures and ECE as it is 

articulated in the Australian NQF. A more detailed discussion on these 

justifications and the theory of practice architectures takes place in Chapter Three. 

 

Organisation of the thesis 

This thesis is presented in eight chapters. These eight chapters contain five journal 

articles and an exegesis. All five articles have been accepted for publication in peer 

reviewed journals. Each article is written to stand alone and therefore some 

information has been repeated in several articles, such as methods and analytical 

approach. The exegesis draws the five articles together, addresses details not 

covered in the articles and ties all elements of the research into a complete story. I 

have attempted to not repeat information contained in journal articles, but at times 

this has been necessary to provide a cohesive story.  
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Introducing each of the chapters is a quote or risk narrative. The risk narratives –

written by me from personal experience, by a participating educator or drawn 

from the data – illustrate children and educators engaging in or talking about risk-

taking in an ECE setting. I have chosen to include these risk narratives as a way of 

providing illustrative examples of both children’s and educators’ risk-taking. I feel 

that these risk narratives help build the context around which risk-taking takes 

place in ECE and illustrate how children’s and educators’ risk-taking is often 

interconnected. Additionally, at the beginning of chapters two, five, six, seven and 

eight, I have included a diagram to illustrate the development of the thesis. The 

diagram is a series of eight concentric circles. The circles work in pairs to illustrate 

a section of the thesis. The two inner circles illustrate the existing literature on 

risk-taking in early childhood education. Each additional pair of circles illustrates 

the findings as they relate to the research questions. The complete diagram 

illustrates the entire story of the thesis. The complete diagram is shown on the 

front page of the thesis and at the beginning of the final chapter. An outline of the 

remaining chapters contained in the thesis and the location of each article follows. 

 

Chapter Two introduces the literature reviewed for this research. Through an in-

depth discussion of the literature, I identify current knowledge on the topic of risk-

taking, risk-taking in ECE and gaps in ECE specific risk research. The literature is 

introduced in this chapter through Article One: ‘Towards a re-conceptualisation 

of risk in early childhood education’ (published in Contemporary Issues in Early 

Childhood, online 14 April 2019). This article is a conceptual piece introducing the 

focus on children’s outdoor physical risk-taking in extant literature and the 

importance of igniting a broader conversation about risk-taking for both children 

and educators. The article lays the foundation for the research to follow, proposing 

that a comprehensive exploration of risk-taking may be of significant benefit to 

educators’ practices and in turn, children’s learning and development. Additional 

reviewed literature is explored in Articles Three, Four and Five. 

 

Chapter Three comprises an overview of the theoretical framework for the study 

and Article Two: ‘Becoming a researcher: The process of ‘stirring in’ to data 

collection practices in early childhood education research’ (published in 

Journal of Early Childhood Research, online 3 August 2020). This article is a 
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reflexive piece applying the theory of practice architectures to explore my 

experiences as a novice researcher. I focus on the notion of ‘stirring in’, a concept 

advanced within the theory to describe learning. I use the framework of the theory 

of practice architectures to deconstruct my initial data collection experiences and 

to understand how cultural-discursive, material-economic and social-political 

arrangements influenced my learning as a novice researcher. The article provides 

new insight into the experiences of a novice researcher by identifying a range of 

organisational and relational supports that can enable learning and development 

in research practices. Additionally, the article introduces and discusses some of the 

methods used for data collection.  

 

Chapter Four outlines the methodological approach employed in the research. I 

outline use of ethnographic case study, selection of case and participants for a 

multi-site case and the role of the researcher in case study methodology. This 

chapter gives details about the use of observations, interviews and documents for 

data collection and my approach to data analysis using both thematic analysis and 

the theory of practice architectures. Included in this chapter are all aspects of the 

methodology not covered in journal articles, including justification for 

methodological choices, data collection arrangements and specific strategies for 

analysis. 

 

Chapter Five is the first of two chapters presenting findings addressing research 

question one: How is risk-taking conceptualised by educators in high quality ECE 

services that expressly value children’s risk-taking? Findings in this chapter are 

presented in Article Three: ‘High quality educators’ conceptualisation of 

children’s risk-taking in early childhood education: Provoking educators to 

think more broadly’ (published in European Early Childhood Research Association 

Journal, online 23 April 2020). The article explores how educators in the study 

conceptualised children’s engagement with risk-taking. The article shows that 

most educators in the study initially predominantly thought about children’s risk-

taking as an outdoor and physical activity, in line with extant literature. However, 

with minimal provocation educators identified a much broader conceptualisation 

of risk-taking. The article outlines the methods and analytical approach applied for 

this aspect of the research. 
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Chapter Six continues presentation of findings addressing research question one: 

How is risk-taking conceptualised by educators in high quality ECE services that 

expressly value children’s risk-taking? Findings in this chapter are presented in 

Article Four: ‘Educators’ risk-taking in high quality early childhood 

education’ (published in International Journal Early Years Education, online 22 

November 2020). The article explores how educators in the study conceptualised 

their own engagement with risk-taking in professional practice. The article shows 

that educators saw their own risk-taking as important and valuable. It identifies 

educators’ three main motivations for risk-taking and five themes of educators’ 

risk-taking in professional practice. The article outlines the methods and analytical 

approach applied for this aspect of the research. 

 

Chapter Seven presents findings addressing research question two: What enables 

and constrains the risk-taking practices of educators in high quality ECE services 

that expressly value children’s risk-taking? Findings are presented in Article Five: 

‘The practice architectures that enable and constrain educators’ risk-taking 

practices in high quality early childhood education’ (published in Early 

Childhood Education Journal, online 6 October 2020). This article follows on from 

Article Four by exploring the conditions and arrangements within and brought to 

the three participating services that enabled and constrained the five areas of 

educators’ risk-taking within professional practice. As with Articles Three and 

Four, Article Five includes an outline of methods and the analytical approach 

applied for this aspect of the research. 

 

Chapter Eight concludes the thesis by synthesising key findings of the study, 

highlighting contributions to existing research literature and areas that warrant 

further attention. I identify implications of this research for the ECE sector, 

including implications for professional development, policy, educators and 

research. This final chapter also addresses limitations of the study and possibilities 

for further research.
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Life shrinks or expands in proportion to one's courage 

 

~ Anais Nin 
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Introduction 

In Chapter One, I outlined the context and significance of the research, including 

risk in society, childhood and ECE, the nature of voluntary risk-taking and the 

importance of developing an in-depth understanding of risk-taking in ECE. In this 

chapter, I focus on the literature reviewed for the research. The reviewed 

literature includes literature that focusses on risk in ECE, theoretical approaches to 

risk and risk-taking and risk in broad education and societal contexts. The 

reviewed literature is spread across Chapter One and Articles One, Three, Four and 

Five. In this chapter, I present Article One: Towards a re-conceptualisation of risk in 

early childhood education. Article One is a conceptual piece containing the initial 

literature that was reviewed to identify the gap in research, thus laying the 

foundation for the research to follow. The article identifies the dominant focus in 

ECE risk literature on risk-taking as children’s outdoor physical play (risky play). 

The article problematises this focus, suggesting that it may have led to limitations 

in educators’ views on risk-taking and, as a result, educators’ risk-taking practices. 

In the article, I argue that for risk-taking to be in line with holistic approaches to 

ECE, a broad view of risk is needed – for both children and early childhood 

educators. The article concludes by proposing research that explores a broad 

range of risk-taking in ECE may lead to an expanded view of risk, which may in 

turn support the development of educators’ risk-taking practices. 
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Article One 

 

Cooke, M., Wong, S., & Press, F. (2019). Towards a re-conceptualisation of risk in 

early childhood education. Contemporary Issues in Early Childhood. 

doi:10.1177/1463949119840740 

 

 

 

 

 

This article has been removed from the thesis due to copyright restrictions. The 

published article can be accessed from SAGE at: 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1463949119840740?journalCod

e=ciea  

 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1463949119840740?journalCode=ciea
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1463949119840740?journalCode=ciea
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To be a good human being is to have a kind of openness to the world – an 

ability to trust uncertain things beyond your own control – that can lead you 

to be shattered in very extreme circumstances for which you were not to 

blame. 

 

That says something very important about the condition of the ethical life: 

that it is based on a trust in the uncertain and on a willingness to be exposed; 

it’s based on being more like a plant than like a jewel – something rather 

fragile, but whose very particular beauty is inseparable from that fragility 

 

~ Martha Nussbaum 
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Introduction 

In Chapter Two, I outlined the literature from which the focus of the research 

emerged. In the current chapter, I discuss the theory that guided the research – the 

theory of practice architectures. The theory of practice architectures provided a 

theoretical, methodological and analytical framework for the research. In this 

chapter, I begin by providing an overview of the theory. I then discuss major 

influences in the theory’s development and use of the theory in educational 

research. Following this, I elaborate on the justifications for use of the theory in the 

current research that were presented in Chapter One. As a conclusion to the 

chapter, I present Article Two: Becoming a researcher: The process of ‘stirring in’ to 

data collection practices in early childhood education research. Article Two is a 

reflexive piece applying aspects of the theory of practice architectures to explore 

my experiences as a novice researcher in the initial stages of data collection. The 

article focusses on the concept of ‘stirring in’ to practices. I discuss my experiences 

of being stirred in to research practices while researching in the field of my 

previous professional experience (ECE). The article outlines arrangements within 

the site of data collection and the site of the doctoral program in which I am 

enrolled that initiated and supported my sense of ‘becoming’ a researcher. The 

article introduces and discusses some of the methods used for data collection. 

 

The theory of practice architectures 

The research presented in this thesis is framed by the theory of practice 

architectures. The theory of practice architectures is an ontological site-based 

practice theory developed by a team of educational researchers at Charles Sturt 

University, Australia, including Professor Stephen Kemmis, Professor Jane 

Wilkinson, Associate Professor Christine Edwards-Groves, Professor Peter 

Grootenboer, Associate Professor Ian Hardy and Dr Laurette Bristol. Development 

of the theory was closely aligned with its authors’ desires to identify much needed 

changes to outdated 19th century style ‘schooling’, and transform it into 

‘education’ for the good of 21st century society (Kemmis et al., 2014). The theory 

does not focus on the traditional epistemological knowledge-based approach of 

education, but on an ontological view of education as “being and becoming” 

(Kemmis, 2018, p. 3). Authors of the theory see education as more than the 

transmission of a predetermined set of skills and knowledge. The theory of 
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practice architectures characterises education as a morally informed endeavour, 

aimed at living well in “a world worth living in” (Kemmis et al., 2014, p. 25). As 

discussed in Article Four (p. 3), the theory holds that the purpose of education is 

two-fold: “the formation of individuals and the formation of societies” (Kemmis & 

Edwards-Groves, 2018, p. 27). The authors see education as a means towards 

“individual and collective self-expression, individual and collective self-

development and individual and collective self-determination” (Kemmis et al., 

2014, p. 27). The dual purpose of education is achieved through praxis. Praxis is a 

concept dating back to Aristotle. Various understandings of praxis have developed 

throughout time. Authors of the theory of practice architectures draw on 

perspectives of praxis developed by Aristotle and Marx (Edwards-Groves & 

Grootenboer, 2015; Kemmis & Smith, 2008; Kemmis et al., 2014). From an 

Aristotelian perspective, praxis is the making of wise and moral decisions that link 

theory, practical knowledge, technical skill, ethical decision making and reflection 

to action (Kemmis & Smith, 2008; Kemmis et al., 2014). Marx saw praxis as 

transformational thought and action, inextricably linked within social and political 

contexts (Kemmis et al., 2014; Nicolini, 2013), with a “history making dimension” 

(Mahon, Francisco, & Kemmis, 2016, p. 223). Authors of the theory draw on both of 

these perspectives in their notion of praxis as a way of transforming education “for 

the good of humankind” (Ax, Ponte, Mattsson, & Ronnerman, 2008, p. 250). With 

this perspective in mind, as discussed in Article Two (p. 3), the theory of practice 

architectures prompts us to ask the question: What is wise and moral in this time 

and place for these people and for the development of empowered and capable 

individuals and communities? (Edwards-Groves & Grootenboer, 2015; Kemmis & 

Smith, 2008; Kemmis et al., 2014).  

 

Addressing the aforementioned dual purposes of education, the theory of practice 

architectures focusses on practices and practice architectures. Practices are 

described as “a form of socially established cooperative human activity” (Kemmis 

et al., 2017a, p. 95). Practice architectures are the conditions or arrangements that 

shape practices – that can both hinder and constrain practices, and make practices 

possible and sustainable (Kemmis et al., 2014). The theory of practice 

architectures is illustrated in Figure 3.1.  
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The left of Figure 3.1 considers elements of the theory related to practitioners and 

practices. The theory holds that practices involve characteristic sayings, doings and 

relatings, which, broadly speaking, relate to the language, physical activities and 

relationships involved in the practice (Kemmis et al., 2014). Sayings, doings and 

relatings ‘hang together’ as characteristic of particular practices (Mahon et al., 

2016).  

 

The right side of Figure 3.1 attends to the site in which practices are enacted – the 

site of the social (Schatzki, 2002). The site is made up of three dimensions of 

arrangements (the practice architectures). Cultural-discursive arrangements relate 

to language, discourses and thinking, material-economic arrangements relate to 

physical things, aspects of the environment and work arrangements and social-

political arrangements relate to relationships between people and between people 

and material objects (Kemmis et al., 2014). These arrangements are prefigured, 

but not static. Practice architectures are fluid and dynamic, resembling a living 

entity (Kemmis et al., 2014). 

 

 

Figure 3.1. The theory of practices and practice architectures  

(Kemmis et al., 2014, p. 38 ) 
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In the centre of Figure 3.1 we see reference to the intersubjective space. The 

intersubjective space is the space in which practices and practice architectures are 

realised. In developing the theory of practice architectures, the authors rejected 

the dualisms of objective/subjective, epistemology/ontology and 

psychological/social (Mahon et al., 2016). As an alternative, they utilise the 

concept of intersubjectivity (Mahon et al., 2016). Intersubjectivity describes 

human orientation to mutual understanding based on our innately social nature 

(Hodge, 2005). In the theory of practice architectures, the intersubjective space is 

described as a three-dimensional social space in which people meet (Kemmis et al., 

2017; Mahon et al., 2016). The three-dimensions consist of semantic space, 

physical space and social space (Kemmis, 2018; Kemmis et al., 2017; Kemmis et al., 

2014; Mahon et al., 2016). This three-dimensional intersubjective space is where 

practices and practice architectures unfold. It is the medium through which 

language, activity and work, power and solidarity are realised (Kemmis et al., 

2014; Mahon et al., 2016). 

 

Overlaying Figure 3.1 is the infinity symbol (). The infinity symbol demonstrates 

the dialectical relationship between the practices of the individual and the practice 

architectures of the site in which practices take place (Mahon et al., 2016). The 

infinity symbol reminds us that the relationship between practices and 

arrangements is not purely linear as might be assumed in the diagram. Cultural-

discursive arrangements shape sayings, but they also shape doings and relatings, 

material-economic arrangements shape doings, as well as sayings and relatings 

and social-political arrangements shape relatings, but also doings and sayings. The 

infinity symbol also reflects the way practices and practice architectures 

simultaneously shape and are shaped by each other; each preceding the other, like 

the chicken and the egg (Hardy, 2016; Mahon et al., 2016). Representing a complex 

and multi-layered theory in two dimensional form can be limiting. The infinity 

symbol is an attempt to illustrate the dynamic and interconnected nature of the 

theory. 

 

The theory holds that three additional elements (not contained in Figure 3.1) 

influence and shape practices. Practices are shaped by the dispositions of those 

enacting the practice, the practice traditions and the practice landscape of the site 
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in which practices unfold (Kemmis et al., 2014). Dispositions, similar to Bourdieu’s 

(1992) notion of habitus, are the knowledge, skills and values brought to or 

developed through the practice (Kemmis et al., 2014). Practice traditions are the 

characteristic actions and arrangements of a particular practice. Practice traditions 

“act as a kind of collective ‘memory’ of the practice” (Kemmis et al., 2014, p. 32). 

They are embedded with history and evolve over time as conditions change 

(Mahon et al., 2016). Practice traditions can support identity and transformation – 

they make “a practice comprehensible, meaningful and significant” (Kemmis, 2012, 

p. 17). “Practice traditions are invoked in a workplace when people refer to ‘the 

way we do things around here’” (Mahon et al., 2016, p. 25 ). The term practice 

landscape follows Schatzki’s (2002) description of the site of a practice and 

encompasses all the elements of the framework of the theory of practice 

architectures (Mahon et al., 2016). The practice landscape brings together “the 

people in the setting, their practices, the practice architectures that make those 

practices possible, and any practice traditions that have been established over time 

through the accumulated practices of others who have inhabited the setting.” 

(Kemmis & Mahon, 2017, p. 112 ). Practice landscape may refer to the physical site 

in which a practice takes place, or a broader and more abstract site in which the 

physical site is embedded, such as the site of high quality ECE, as is discussed in 

Article Two.  

 

Acknowledging key influences on the theory of practice 
architectures 

The theory of practice architectures has been, and continues to be, shaped by a 

range of critical, practice and educational theories. The critical theories of Marx 

(1965) and Habermas (1971, 1974) underpin several key ideas. Marx’s main 

influence is the notion of practices as a means of transformation, with a ‘history 

making dimension’ (Mahon et al., 2016). The notion of intersubjectivity derives 

from Habermas and his presentation of the trio of language, work and power as 

inherent within practices has inspired the theory of practice architectures sayings, 

doings and relatings (as discussed in Articles Two and Five) (Mahon et al., 2016). 

Schatzki’s (2002, 2005) practice theory has been a substantial influence, 

particularly the concept of site ontology. Site ontology holds that practices are 

“inherently tied” to the context, time and place in which they unfold (Schatzki, 
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2005, p. 467). Site ontology reminds us of the individual nature of practices within 

discrete sites. An additional idea drawn from Schatzki includes the notion that 

practices and conditions that prefigure practices are bundled together within the 

site of their unfolding (Mahon et al., 2016). The theory of practice architectures 

extends upon Wittgenstein’s (1963, 1969) recognition of social practices as the 

central focus of human activity (Mahon et al., 2016). Wittgenstein’s idea that 

people are initiated into language games served as the basis for the notion of being 

‘stirred in’ to practices, a concept discussed in Article Two. Lave and Wenger’s 

(1991) concept of learning architectures and legitimate peripheral participation 

were also influential to the theory, and the theory shows points of alignment with 

Dewey’s (1933) view of experience as essential to learning and learning as a 

transformative process (Mahon et al., 2016). Being the product of a range of 

influences, the theory of practice architectures weaves old and new thinking into a 

cohesive and substantive account of practices and how they unfold and contribute 

to the social world. I have been privileged throughout the duration of my 

candidature to interact with key authors of the theory, including the esteemed 

Professor Stephen Kemmis. These interactions have taught me that there is no end 

point in the creation of a theory. All authors (and users) of the theory continue to 

think, deliberate and create, resulting in a theory that is like a living entity – 

continuing to evolve, adapt and transform over time, just like practices themselves. 

 

Justification for use of the theory of practice architectures 

The theory of practice architectures holds that like education, educational research 

has a transformative power. Educational research can contribute to positive 

transformation of education by investigating and critiquing educational and 

professional practices and the conditions that make practices possible (Kemmis et 

al., 2014; Mahon et al., 2016). The theory of practice architectures provides a 

theoretical, methodological and analytical resource for this investigation and 

critique. As articulated in Chapter One, there are multiple justifications for use of 

the theory of practice architectures for the research reported in this thesis.  

 

Firstly, the theory provides a framework suitable for answering the research 

questions. The articulation of sayings, doings and relatings, and concepts such as 

praxis and the dual purpose of education, provide tools and language for gathering, 
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analysing and discussing data on educators’ conceptualisations of risk-taking and 

their enacted risk-taking practices. The articulation of cultural-discursive, 

material-economic and social-political arrangements provides a framework for 

understanding the conditions that enable and constrain educators’ risk-taking 

practices. Although other practice theories provide frameworks for investigating 

practices, the theory of practice architectures is distinct in that it makes a 

comprehensive account of practices (Mahon et al., 2016). The theory brings 

together a range of dimensions, including those explored in other theories, not 

previously presented together in a cohesive theory. These dimensions include (but 

are not limited to) equal attention “to the role of language, work and power in the 

constitution of practices” (Mahon et al., 2016, p. 16), explicit attention to relatings 

along with sayings and doings, inclusion of praxis, an ontological perspective and 

the concept of ‘stirring in’ to practices (Mahon et al., 2016). 

 

Secondly, the theory of practice architectures has a particular focus on education 

(Mahon et al., 2016), offering a contemporary theory of education appropriate for 

the modern minority world context in which the current research takes place 

(Kemmis et al., 2014). This focus on education has led to extensive use of the 

theory in primary, secondary and tertiary educational research (Hardy, 2010; 

Kemmis et al., 2014; Mahon et al., 2016) and growing use in ECE research (Boyle, 

Petriwskyj, & Grieshaber, 2018; Gibbs, 2019, 2020; Rönnerman, Grootenboer, & 

Edwards-Groves, 2017; Salamon, 2016, 2017; Salamon & Harrison, 2015). 

Researchers applying the theory identify it as a powerful vehicle for revitalising 

and re-invigorating educational practices and practitioners (Kemmis et al., 2014). 

 

In ECE research, Salamon (2016) used the theory of practice architectures to 

examine educators’ conceptions of babies, how educators’ conceptualisations 

manifest in their practices and the subsequent impact on babies’ practices. 

Salamon developed a Practice Architectures Map to support both data collection 

and data analysis (Salamon & Harrison, 2015). This map, a simplified diagram of 

Figure 3.1, was used to stimulate reflective discussions in focus groups with 

educators and to undertake iterative data analysis. Data analysis highlighted how 

the practice architectures of the setting reciprocally manifested in both babies’ and 

educators’ practices (Salamon, 2016). Salamon concludes that using the theory of 
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practice architectures has led her to reframe “infants’ lived experiences as 

practices” (p. 97), thus enabling new insight into the complex interconnectedness 

of educators’ and infants’ experiences in ECE. Similarly, Boyle, Petriwskyj and 

Grieshaber’s (2018) use of the theory of practice architectures led them to reframe 

experiences as practices. In an exploration of transitions from ECE to school, Boyle 

et al. reframed transitions as ‘continuity practices’. This reframing provided the 

capacity to address common challenges in ECE to school transitions. Boyle et al. 

also highlight the importance of considering site-based practice architectures in 

transitions to school. Rönnerman et al. (2017) used the theory of practice 

architectures “to understand the enabling and constraining conditions of the work 

of middle leaders” (p. 9) in ECE. Rönnerman et al. report that the theory provides 

an analytical lens to understand the interrelationship between simultaneously 

unfolding factors that enable and constrain practices. Consistent with Salamon 

(2016) and Boyle et al. (2018), Rönnerman et al. conclude that the theory of 

practice architectures is a useful tool for examining ECE practices. More recently, 

as discussed in Chapter One, the theory of practice architectures is being applied in 

the study Exemplary Early Childhood Educators at Work and four nested doctoral 

studies (Gibbs, 2020; Gide, 2019; Warren, in press), including the one described in 

this thesis.  

 

Thirdly, there is an alignment between the theoretical underpinnings of Australian 

ECE and the theory of practice architectures. As discussed in Article Two (p. 3), 

both the Australian EYLF and the theory of practice architectures view learning 

from an ontological perspective. This perspective sees learning as a process of 

being and becoming rather than an epistemological transmission of knowledge 

(DEEWR, 2009; Kemmis, 2018). This alignment makes use of the theory of practice 

architectures appropriate as a theoretical lens for this research. 

 

And finally, in addition to the above justifications, the theory of practice 

architectures speaks to me personally, as a human, as an educator and as a 

researcher. The framework provided by the theory is both practical and 

theoretical, it attends to the day to day specifics of educational practices and to 

substantive wise and moral thinking. As described in the opening pages of this 

thesis, my previous experience working in Montessori education taught me the 



Chapter Three: Theoretical Framework 

37 
 

importance of developing myself as an educator. The theory of practice 

architectures has brought to attention my positioning within social contexts and 

the mutually reinforcing interplay between individual educators and social 

settings (Hardy, 2010; Kemmis & Grootenboer, 2008). The transformative 

intention and power of the theory of practice architectures aligns with my 

personal desires to be a better educator and a better person – for the good of those 

immediately around me, for society as a whole and for sustainability of our planet. 

 

Addendum 

As members of the Exemplary Early Childhood Educators at Work study team, 

myself and another doctoral student, Leanne Gibbs, created a series of theory of 

practice architectures resource materials. The materials were designed to assist 

researchers in the overarching study to apply the theory of practice architectures 

for data analysis. The materials include the following: Key Terms and Concepts 

Summary, Quick Reference Guides, Sample Tables of Invention and Annotated 

Bibliography. Although these resource materials were created specifically for the 

Exemplary Early Childhood Educators at Work study, they may be useful to other 

researchers working with the theory of practice architectures. These materials 

have been included as the final document in the appendices, Appendix M. 

 

The remainder of this chapter is made up of Article Two – Becoming a researcher: 

The process of ‘stirring in’ to data collection practices in early childhood education 

research. As discussed in the overview to this chapter, Article Two is a reflexive 

piece applying aspects of the theory of practice architectures – the notion of 

stirring in in particular – to explore my experiences as a novice researcher in the 

initial stages of data collection.  
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Article Two 

 

Cooke, M., Francisco, S., Press. F., Wong, S. (2020) Becoming a researcher: The 

process of ‘stirring in’ to data collection practices in early childhood 

education research. Journal of Early Childhood Research. 

doi:10.1177/1476718X20942951 

 

 

 

 

 

This article has been removed from the thesis due to copyright restrictions. The 

published article can be accessed from SAGE at: 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1476718X20942951?journalCod

e=ecra 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1476718X20942951?journalCode=ecra
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Pink Gowns and Tutus1 

 

I first met Joe and Josh on their introductory visit to the conservative private 

kindergarten where I worked.  

 

On arrival, the boys enthusiastically inquired ‘So, where were the dress-ups?’. As they 

donned shiny pink dresses, their father smiled and said ‘So, what are you going to do 

to man up my boys?’. 

 

Joe and Josh’s desire to dress-up was strong. Dresses, skirts, shoes with heals, leotards 

and tutus. When the range was exhausted, they made requests: ‘a long girl skirt 

please, and silver shoes with a square heel and buckle on the side’. 

 

They dressed for play, weddings mostly, and they dressed for work. Playdough, 

drawing and puzzles all required an outfit. In wedding play, they were always the 

stars, glamorous brides usually set to marry each other.  

 

One day, after a particularly delightful garden wedding, a conversation took place: 

 

‘But boys can’t marry boys’ 

‘But you married Joe’ 

‘Yeah, but not really’ 

 

An observer to this conversation, I had the option to engage or not. I chose to engage. 

 

‘Well actually you’re both right. In some countries, boys can marry boys and girls can 

marry girls, just not in Australia, not yet.’ 

 

A few days later, I was called to the principal’s office where I was chastised for 

‘overstepping’ my role. It seems the boys’ father was unhappy about the information I 

had disclosed. He felt this was something more appropriate to be discussed at home. 

He also made it clear that the boys dressing-up was something that he didn’t regard 

as appropriate either at home or at school.  

 

As the year progressed, it became apparent that the boys were aware of how their 

father felt. One day I found Josh, in a tulle tutu, hiding under a table. When I asked 

him why, he pointed to an adult male who had entered the room. 

 

Despite our now mutual understanding of their father’s views, the boys continued to 

wear their dress-ups, and I continued to allow them to and provide new ones, as 

requested – actions that could both be considered risky.  

 

 

1 This is the story that was shared with educators as an introduction to the research project, as 
discussed in Chapter Four. 
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Not physically risky, where an injury could be soothed with a band aid. But socially 

and emotionally risky, where sense of identity and belonging are at stake. 

 

Life is full of risk; risk requiring courage. I often think of Joe and Josh. They would be 

teenagers now. I wonder if they still have the courage. I wonder if I do too. 

 

~ Mandy Cooke 
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Introduction 

In the previous chapter, I introduced the theory of practice architectures as a 

theoretical, methodological and analytical framework for examining practices and 

arrangements within ECE settings. The current chapter explains use of the theory 

of practice architectures within the overall methodological approach taken in the 

research. The methodological approach has been discussed in Articles Two, Three, 

Four and Five. This chapter brings these discussions together and provides 

information not contained in the articles, thus creating a cohesive story of the 

methodology. The chapter is presented in three parts. The first part – research 

design – outlines the use of ethno-case study methodology, case study design, 

selection of case and participants and provides a description of the case. I include 

justification for my use of ethno-case study methodology and finish the section by 

describing the role of the researcher and some of the ethical considerations in 

ethno-case study research (additional ethical considerations are included in other 

sections of this chapter e.g. data collection). In part two – data collection – I detail 

the process and arrangements used for gathering data through observations, 

interviews and documents. The final part – data analysis – describes how the two 

approaches to analysis (thematic analysis and analysis using the theory of practice 

architectures) were used to answer the two research questions. Specific strategies 

used in analysis, such as familiarisation with the data and organisation in NVivo, 

are described.  

 

Research design  

Ethno-case study 

Ethno-case study is a term coined by Parker-Jenkins (2016) to describe a case 

study that employs ethnographic techniques. The choice to use case study with 

ethnographic techniques follows the lead of researchers using the theory of 

practice architectures in educational research (Hardy, 2016; Mahon et al., 2016; 

Salamon, Sumsion, Press, & Harrison, 2015). Ethnography is a research approach 

that focuses on people and the cultural worlds in which they live (Goldbart & 

Hustler, 2004). Ethnographers make detailed descriptions about what people say 

and do as a way of understanding human thoughts, experience and interactions 

within a particular setting (Goldbart & Hustler, 2004). Ethnographic techniques 

were appropriate for the current study because they provided close encounters 
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with educators in their everyday professional practice, enabling an in-depth 

understanding of educators’ perspectives and practices of risk-taking (Creswell & 

Poth, 2018; Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995; Hayes, 2000; Merriam, 1998). 

Traditional or full ethnography sees researchers spending long periods of time 

(months or years) in research sites (Fusch, Fusch, & Ness, 2017; Parker-Jenkins, 

2016). In contemporary ethnography, such as ethno-case study, or what Fusch et 

al. (2017) refer to as ‘mini-ethnography’, researchers spend less time in the field. 

Parker-Jenkins (2016) suggests that lengthy periods of time in the field may not be 

necessary or appropriate in focused educational research and Fusch et al. (2017) 

suggest spending less time in the field is particularly appropriate in doctoral 

projects where time and financial limitations exist. Because of its concentration on 

particular people and cultural settings, ethnography often focusses on one case or 

site. This makes ethnography suitable for combination with case study 

methodology. 

 

The aim of case study methodology is to generate in-depth knowledge of a 

particular case (or site) (Yin, 2016). There is no one single definition of a case 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018; Stark & Torrance, 2004) other than to say a case is bound 

by criteria appropriate to the research (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Patton, 2015). Yin 

(2006) suggests two main criteria for identifying case study methodology as 

appropriate for a research study: Firstly, when the focus of the study is to answer 

explanatory or descriptive questions such as ‘how’ and ‘what’; and secondly, when 

the aim of the research is to investigate phenomena in its natural setting, without 

manipulating or changing the people or environment of the setting. The study 

undertaken met both of these criteria.  

 

Combining ethnography techniques with case study methodology into ethno-case 

study is appropriate “as both concepts overlap and draw on related techniques” 

(Parker-Jenkins, 2016, p. 23). Parker-Jenkins (2016) defines ethno-case study as 

“an inquiry concerning people, which employs techniques associated with long-

term and intensive ethnography, but which is limited in terms of scope and time 

spent in the field” (p. 24). Using an ethno-case study research design enabled me to 

build an information-rich story of the complex phenomenon of risk-taking in high 

quality ECE (Flyvbjerg, 2006; Hayes, 2000; Patton, 2015; Yin, 2014). Key aspects of 
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ethnographic research employed in the case study were that (Taylor, 1994, as cited 

by Hayes, 2000):  

• Data were gathered from a range of sources. 

• The case was studied in its natural everyday context. 

• Data collection was open to new and unexpected information. 

• The study was in-depth, allowing for exploration of risk-taking from a range 

of perspectives. 

 

Ethno-case study methodology aligns both theoretically and methodologically with 

the theory of practice architectures. As described in the previous chapter, practices 

and practice architectures are contextually bound within sites. Ethno-case study 

provides a means to gather detailed information about sites, in the case of the 

current study, educators’ perspectives and practices of risk-taking. The theory of 

practice architectures also holds that educational research has a transformative 

power. Ethno-case study allows for collection of information that can be used to 

inform and support changes to professional practice (Flyvbjerg, 2006; Schwandt & 

Gates, 2017), thus inspiring educational transformation. 

 

Case study design 

The case study was designed as a single multi-site case bound by purposive 

sampling criteria (Patton, 2015). A multi-site approach allowed for detailed 

exploration of individual sites, as well as connections between sites (Marcus, 

1995). The multi-site approach is considered more robust than a single site 

approach, as it provides greater insight and complexity of investigation (Stake, 

2006). The multi-site case for the current study included three sites. The decision 

to include three sites was to allow for both diversity of data and appropriate time 

within each site, thus maximising the advantages of information rich case studies 

(Patton, 2015). Whilst it is expected that the findings from the multi-site case will 

provide interest and insight beyond the case itself, the intention of the research, 

guided by the theory of practice architectures, was not to generalise beyond the 

case, but to offer a detailed description of the case itself. Purposive sampling 

criteria linked the case to the research questions. Given that the research questions 

focused on high quality services that expressly valued children’s risk-taking, the 
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purposive sampling criteria for the three sites were: 1) high quality ECE services 

that 2) expressly valued children’s risk-taking.  

 

Purposive sampling with the dual criteria of high quality ECE services that 

expressly valued children’s risk-taking identified educators who were in a good 

position to make a thoughtful contribution to the topic of study. The rationale for 

this is three-fold. Firstly, educators in high quality services are likely to be engaged 

in high quality practices, as it has been shown that educator practices are closely 

linked to the quality of ECE programs (Press, 2006; Sylva et al., 2010). Secondly, 

educators in high quality services are likely to have a high level of engagement 

with reflective, praxis-oriented, practice, this being a recognised characteristic of 

high quality ECE practices (ACECQA, 2017; Barnes, 2013). Kemmis and Smith 

(2008) suggest that praxis-oriented educators have a willingness to reflect on 

one’s own moral judgement and action in relation to practice, which may add value 

to educators’ contributions to the research. Finally, educators in services that 

expressly valued children’s risk-taking (these being services where educators are 

encouraged to offer opportunities for children to take risks) are likely to have 

thought about what constitutes risk-taking, provided opportunities for children to 

take risks, observed children taking risks, engaged in conversations about risk-

taking and reflected on the place of risk-taking in ECE. One or more of these 

experiences would prepare educators to engage with the questions posed in the 

research. In summary, the combination of 1) engagement with high quality 

practices 2) engagement with reflective, praxis-oriented, practice, and 3) previous 

experiences with, and thinking about, children’s risk-taking put educators in high 

quality ECE services that expressly valued children’s risk-taking in a good position 

to have critical insight into risk-taking and risk-taking practices in ECE and, thus, 

make a useful contribution to the study. In addition to the two main service 

selection criteria of high quality services that expressly valued children’s risk-

taking, a balance was sought between service type, management type and locality. 

The recruitment process for selecting high quality services that expressly valued 

children’s risk-taking will now be discussed. 
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Selection of case and recruitment of participants 

Services 

To select high quality services from which to invite educators for participation, I 

followed the recruitment strategy used by the overarching project, Exemplary 

Early Childhood Educators at Work (ARC LP160100532). I selected services that 

had achieved an ‘exceeding’ rating in every quality area and standard in the 

Australian quality assessment and rating process (an explanation of the 

assessment and rating process appears in Article Five, p. 6). ‘Exceeding’ rated 

services were identified via lists provided by The Australian Children’s Education 

and Care Quality Authority (ACECQA), the authority overseeing the Australian 

quality assessment and rating process. The lists were arranged by state. I selected 

two services from the state of Victoria and one from the state of Queensland. I 

chose to include services from two states as I felt this would add variation to the 

data collected. I began with the list from the state of Victoria as this is the state in 

which I live and would therefore provide convenient access to services for data 

collection. I then reviewed the list from the state of Queensland and found services 

that met the criteria for inclusion. I therefore deemed it unnecessary to look at the 

lists from other states.  

 

To identify services from the Victorian and Queensland lists that expressly valued 

children’s risk-taking, I reviewed the websites of all the services on the lists. I 

looked at website items such as service philosophy, curriculum information, 

photos and newsletters to ascertain the value the service placed on children’s risk-

taking. A risk indicator checklist was used in this assessment process. Selection 

and recruitment of services followed a four stage process. The process was 

recorded on an excel spreadsheet. I will now describe the four stage process, 

followed by an explanation of the risk indicator checklist. 

 

STAGE 1: Initial review 

Stage 1 was aimed at developing an initial sense of the value services placed on 

children’s risk-taking. To complete the initial review, I scanned the main pages of 

each service’s websites looking for use of the word risk in terms of ‘risk-taking’ 

rather than ‘at risk’. Services that used the word risk in this way (for example, 

‘children are encouraged to take risks’) received a tick on the excel spreadsheet. 



Chapter Four: Methodology 

47 
 

From the Victorian list, 28 out of a total of 158 services, and from the Queensland 

list, 12 out of a total of 146 services, received a tick during Stage 1. 

 

STAGE 2: Detailed review 

Stage 2 was a detailed review of the 28 Victorian services and the 12 Queensland 

services identified during Stage 1. The detailed review involved a thorough 

exploration of all pages of services’ websites to further ascertain the value the 

service placed on children’s risk-taking. The risk indicator checklist was used to 

make this assessment. Services were given a score out of a total of 38 items on the 

risk indicator checklist. Table 4.1 shows a summary of service scores: 

 

Table 4.1 

Summary of service scores on the risk indicator checklist 

Score / List Victoria Queensland 

One to three 15 0 

Four to six 8 4 

Seven to fourteen 5 8 

 

STAGE 3: Gauging interest 

To gauge services’ interest in participating in the research, I phoned the three top 

scoring services from Stage 2. I selected the highest scoring service on the 

Queensland list (score of 15) and the highest and third highest scoring services on 

the Victorian list (scores of 14 and 7). The third highest scoring service was chosen 

over the second highest scoring service (score of 9) due to its location and service 

type. I spoke with the directors of these three services, gave them an overview of 

the project and asked their initial thoughts on being involved. The directors of all 

three selected services said they were interested in participating in the project. 

 

STAGE 4: Official invitation to participate 

The three services identified in Stage 3 were sent an official letter of invitation to 

participate in the study, along with a consent form for the director to sign 

(Appendix A(i)). The directors of all three services gave consent for the research to 

take place in their service. Included in the consent form was the option to reveal 

the identity of the service in the research or to remain anonymous. Of the three 

services, two directors chose to reveal the service identity and one chose to keep 
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the service name anonymous. Because not all three directors gave consent to 

reveal the identity of the service, I made the decision to keep all services 

anonymous. I notified all three services of this decision and all accepted this and 

were happy to move forward with the research. Consequently, pseudonyms have 

been used for all services, educators and children discussed in the research. 

 

The final services from which to invite educators to participate in the study 

included: 

Service and management types 

• 1 x private long day care1 

• 1 x community-based2 long day care 

• 1 x sessional kindergarten3 

Locality 

• 1 x inner city service close to my home in Melbourne, Victoria 

• 1 x rural service elsewhere in Victoria 

• 1 x regional service in Queensland 

 

Risk indicator checklist 

The risk indicator checklist below (Table 4.2) was created by me specifically for 

this project. The checklist was created from a range of literature, including ECE and 

child specific risk literature (e.g., Gill, 2007; Little, 2010; Madge & Barker, 2007; 

Sandseter, 2007, 2009b) and non-ECE specific risk literature (e.g., Adams, 1995; 

Doron, 2016; Horvath & Zuckerman, 1993). The checklist included experiences, 

activities, attitudes and practices that involve or indicate risk-taking. When an item 

on a service website linked to one of the indicators on the checklist (such as a 

photo of a child climbing a tree or a discussion about children taking risks in a 

newsletter), the service received a score on the checklist. The checklist contained a 

total of 38 items. Services’ total scores on the checklist during the selection process 

ranged from zero to 15 (refer to Table 1 above for summary of scores).  

 

1 Long Day Care services in Australia are centre-based services offering all day ECE for children 
from birth to five years of age. 

2 A community-based service is one that is managed by the community, usually through a voluntary 
management committee made up of parents and community members. 

3 Sessional kindergartens in Australia are centre-based services primarily offering government 
funded kindergarten programs aimed at children in the year before school (four to five years of 
age). 
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Table 4.2 

Risk indicator checklist 

Name of Service:       Score:           /38 
 

Indicator SCORE Notes 

Website Information /4  

Mentions risky play or risk-taking in philosophy /1  

Mentions risky play or risk-taking in program /1  

Mentions risky play or risk-taking in outdoor environment /1  

Other /1  

Environmental factors /13  

Bush or beach program /1  

Natural outdoor playground design including the following features  
➢ uneven or steep terrain 
➢ climbable trees 
➢ natural loose parts such as rocks, sticks and water 
➢ long grass 
➢ heavy objects 
➢ bushes 
➢ a digging patch 

/7 

 

Additional man-made features  
➢ ropes 
➢ recycled loose parts such as car tyres, ropes, and milk crates 
➢ climbable ropes and climbing walls 
➢ Slide 
➢ Flying fox 

/5 

 

Children’s experiences /14  

Sandseter’s categories of risky play  
1. Play with great height 
2. Play with high speed 
3. Play with dangerous tools 
4. Play with dangerous elements  
5. Rough and tumble play 
6. Play where one might disappear or get lost 

/6 

 

Sandseter’s presumptive criteria  
➢ Children engaged in experiences that may result in harm or 

injury 
➢ Children testing boundaries and exploring risk  
➢ Children on the borderline of ‘out of control’  
➢ Children overcoming fear 
➢ Children attempting something never done before 

/5 

 

Children engaging with risk-taking in the following categories  
➢ Physical 
➢ Interpersonal (social/emotional) 
➢ Cognitive (learning) 

/3 

 

Educator practices /7  

Educators encouraging children to overcome fear or do things they’ve 
never done before 

/1 
 

Educators using the term risk or risk-taking in a positive manner /1  

Educators showing awareness of risk-taking in the following categories: 
physical, interpersonal (social/emotional), cognitive (learning) 

/1 
 

Educators displaying a liberal attitude toward rules /1  

Educators showing awareness of their own capacity for risk-taking /1  

Educators’ ability to engage in thoughtful discussion on risk-taking /1  

Documentation that discusses risk-taking i.e. newsletter, planning, 
reflections 

/1 
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In addition to using the risk indicator checklist for selection of services, a modified 

version (called ‘observable risk indicators’) was used as presumptive criteria 

during data collection (this will be discussed further in the data collection section 

of this chapter). 

 

Educators 

Within the three selected ‘exceeding’ rated services, educators were the primary 

participants in the research. All educators across all levels of qualification 

(Certificate III4, Diploma5, Bachelor, Masters) and all positions and age groups 

(birth to five years, educational leader6, director7) were offered the opportunity to 

participate in the research. Consent for individual educator’s participation in the 

research was gained via an information letter and consent form (Appendix A(ii)).  

 

The process for recruiting educators varied in each service, due to local 

circumstances. In Service One, I was invited to speak at a whole staff professional 

development day. Following the presentation, I gave all educators an information 

letter and consent form and two weeks to decide whether they wanted to 

participate in the research. In Service Two, I met with the two lead educators to 

explain the project and give information letters. The lead educators disseminated 

information and consent forms to the rest of the educators and again they were 

given two weeks to decide whether to participate. Service Three is located in 

Queensland and the furthest away from my home, therefore I was unable to visit to 

introduce the project. I explained the project to the educational leader over the 

phone and was invited to speak at a staff meeting on the first day of my two week 

data collection period. When I arrived, the staff meeting had been cancelled and so 

my presentation became a voluntary session. Around one third of educators in the 

service attended. Following the presentation, I gave out the information letters and 

consent forms. As not all educators had attended the presentation, I visited 

 

4 Certificate III is a six-month qualification and is the minimum requirement in Australia to work in 
long day care or as an assistant in a kindergarten program. 

5 Diploma is a 12-18-month course and is an advanced qualification that enables an educator in 
Australia to work as a room leader or centre manager in long day care or as an assistant in a 
kindergarten program. 

6 Educational leader is a mandated position in all Australian ECE services. The educational leader’s 
role is to guide and support curriculum and pedagogical development within the service. 

7 Director is the term used in Australia ECE services to describe the leader and day to day manager 
of the service. 
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educators at the centre the following day, gave a brief explanation of the project 

and offered them an information letter and consent form. This process meant that 

educators had only a day or two to decide about their participation in the research. 

Nevertheless, the majority of full time educators in all three services elected to 

participate in the project.   

 

Children 

Children were secondary participants in the research. Children’s participation 

consisted of being observed and having their photos taken during the normal 

activities of their day. I acknowledge that young children’s participation and the 

process of gaining consent in research requires special consideration (Brown, 

Harvey, Griffith, Arnold, & Halgin, 2017; National Health and Medical Research 

Council (NHMRC), 2007). To comply with National Health and Medical Research 

Council guidelines (2007) and to acknowledge and respect children’s right to a say 

in matters that affect them (United Nations, 1990), I designed a specific process to 

gain consent for children’s participation in the research. This process involved 

seeking written consent from families via an information letter and consent form 

(Appendix A(iii)). In the information letter, I encouraged families to use a family 

decision-making model to include their child(ren) in the consent decision (Gibson, 

Stasiulis, Gutfreund, McDonald, & Dade, 2011). This approach allowed individual 

families to make an informed decision regarding their child’s capacity to 

understand and a make decision about their participation in the research, and 

explain the project to their child in an individualised manner. I acknowledge that 

this process may not have eventuated for each family. As an additional measure, I 

asked educators to explain to children their right to daily dissent either physically 

(by moving away from where I was observing or taking photographs) or verbally 

(by notifying either myself or an educator). Additionally, whilst observing, I was 

alert to children’s body language and facial expressions. If a child appeared in any 

way uncomfortable with my presence, I moved away. I also asked children’s 

permission each time I took a photo of a child.  

 

To ensure inclusion of only those educators and children for whom I had consent 

to participate, I kept a list of all educators’ and children’s consent status with me at 

all times during observations. For educators and children who had elected not to 
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participate in the research, I respected this choice by not actively observing in 

areas where these educators and children were present. If non-participants came 

to be involved in an area where I was observing, I took care not to include them in 

the data and moved away as soon as possible. 

 

Note: In addition to gaining consent from families to take photos of children, I also 

asked families permission to use photos of their children in publications. Following 

data collection, I reviewed all photos and selected those I may want to use in 

presentation of findings. At the completion of data collection, I returned to 

services, showed photos to families and sought their consent to use them in 

publications should they fit into the final presentation of findings. The 

Parent/Guardian photo permission letter and consent form can be found in 

Appendix A(iv). 

 

The case  

This section works together with information in journal articles to provide a 

detailed description of the case. Articles Two, Three and Five provide overviews of 

the case in varying detail. Article Two provides information about the practice 

traditions of the site of high quality ECE. Article Three provides a brief overview of 

the three participating services, including the type and location. Article Five 

provides a narrative overview of each service’s management structure and their 

approach to risk-taking. Table 4.3 below provides a summary of the three services 

and participating educators from each service. The descriptions that follow the 

table provide additional information to create a complete story of the case.  

 

Table 4.3  

Summary of participating educators 

Service One- a community run long day care1 centre located in a major city 
suburb, with 140 children’s places and 40 educators 
Participating educators 27 
Cert III qualified 4 
Diploma qualified 18 
Bachelor/Masters qualified 5 
Age range 29-60 
Gender 27 female, 0 male 
Years in profession 3-25 



Chapter Four: Methodology 

53 
 

Service Two- a community-based2 sessional kindergarten3 located in a rural 
town, with 54 children’s places and nine educators 
Participating educators 9 
Cert III qualified 5 
Diploma qualified 2 
Bachelor/Masters qualified 2 
Age range 35-59 
Gender 9 female, 0 male 
Years in profession 5-38 
Service Three- a privately owned not-for-profit long day care centre located in 
a regional town, with 100 children’s places and 33 educators 
Participating educators 19 
Cert III qualified 6 
Diploma qualified 10 
Bachelor/Masters qualified 3 
Age range 18-61 
Gender 19 female, 0 male 
Years in profession 2-30 

 

Teatree Children’s Centre 

Teatree Children’s Centre received its ‘exceeding’ rating in January 20178 

(ACECQA, 2020). Teatree Children’s Centre was one of the 28 services from the 

state of Victoria identified in Stage 1 of the service selection process. The Stage 2 

detailed review showed seven out of 38 indicators on the risk indicator checklist, 

this being the equal third highest result on the checklist for Victorian services. 

Teatree Children’s Centre was chosen over other possible services (with equal 

score on the risk indicator check list) because it is a long day care centre located in 

a major city suburb, thus providing a balance of service type and location. 

Indicators from the risk indicator check list evident on the Teatree Children’s 

Centre website included discussion of risk benefit assessment in the service 

handbook, newsletter items discussing educator professional development on 

risky play and risk benefit assessment, and photos of children climbing trees, using 

real tools, playing with sticks and using loose parts.  

 

Teatree Children’s Centre is positioned near parks, playgrounds and other 

community spaces, all of which are visited by various groups of children and 

educators from the service on regular outings. The service has an adult only gate 

and pin coded door to enter the service foyer and an additional pin coded door to 

 

8 The ACECQA ‘exceeding’ ratings is valid for a period of three years (ACECQA, 2020). 
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access the classrooms and outdoor space. There are nine rooms, with children 

grouped in the following age ranges: babies, one to three years, three to five years 

and four to five years (funded kindergarten program9). Group sizes range between 

12 and 30 and have two to four educators, depending on number and age of 

children. Additional educators are employed to accommodate smaller groupings 

for some aspects of the program, such as outings. The service runs an 

indoor/outdoor program, meaning children have access to both indoor and 

outdoor spaces at all times. The one to five year old groups share an outdoor space 

and the children are welcome to spend time in rooms other than their base room. 

The babies have a separate yard adjoining their room. Educators often bring the 

babies to the larger yard to interact with the older children. The indoor spaces 

have a range of play-based experiences and resources for children to select, 

including blocks, puzzles, art materials, books and so on. Each room has a large 

mat area for daily group times. The outdoor space is a rectangular area surrounded 

by classrooms and metal fencing. The outdoor surface is primarily tan bark with 

concrete paths. The yard includes large rocks, a range of small and large trees, 

sandpit, mud play area, chicken coop and swings. A range of resources are 

available for children outdoors including blocks, buckets and spades, books, bikes 

and similar. Following service-wide professional development with notable nature 

pedagogy and risky play consultants (including Mark Armitage and Niki Buchan), 

the current general manager and educational leaders encourage a centre-wide 

approach to children’s risky play, including use of both written and dynamic risk 

benefit assessments (Ball, Gill, & Spiegal, 2012).  

 

Wattle Kindergarten 

Wattle Kindergarten received its ‘exceeding’ rating in July 2017 (ACECQA, 2020). 

Additionally, the service was awarded an ‘excellent’ rating10 in July 2017. Wattle 

Kindergarten was one of 28 Victorian services identified in Stage 1 of the 

recruitment process. The Stage 2 detailed review showed 14 out of 38 items on the 

risk indicator checklist. This was the highest result on the checklist for Victorian 

 

9 A funded kindergarten program is a government supported program for children to attend for 15 
hours per week in the year before school. 

10 The ‘excellent’ rating is an additional rating that services may choose to apply for if they have 
received an ‘exceeding’ rating in every quality area and standard in the compulsory assessment 
and rating process. As with the ‘exceeding’ rating, the ‘excellent’ rating is valid for three years, 
after which the service may choose to reapply. (ACECQA, 2020) 
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services. Items from the checklist evident on the Wattle Kindergarten website 

included multiple newsletter items discussing children’s risk-taking, discussion of 

assessment and management of risks, a bush and beach kinder program, and 

photos of children engaged in risky play experiences such as sitting around a fire, 

playing with sticks, climbing trees and using real tools. The service was selected 

for recruitment due to the high number of indicators on the risk indicator 

checklist, because of its location in a regional area and because it is a sessional 

kindergarten. These latter qualities helped to achieve the desired balance of 

service type and location.  

 

Wattle Kindergarten is located opposite a park and natural bushland and is a five 

minute drive from the beach and additional natural bush areas, all of which are 

accessed as part of the service’s nature pedagogy curriculum. The service has an 

adult only gate and pin coded door that provides access to the single room and 

adjoining outdoor space. The children are grouped in two groups of four to five 

year old children – both running Government funded kindergarten programs. The 

two groups attend at different times. The two groups have 27 and 29 children with 

four educators per group. The service runs an indoor/outdoor program for the 

main part of each session. The indoor space provides a range of play-based 

experiences for children to select, including blocks, puzzles, art materials and 

books. The room has a large mat area for daily group times. The outdoor space is a 

triangular area enclosed by the classroom and metal fencing. There are several 

large trees and bushes, a chicken coop and a vegetable garden. The outdoor surface 

is a mix of tan bark, dirt, grass and dirt paths. The yard includes large rocks, 

sandpit, mud play area, swings and climbing equipment. In the centre of the yard 

there is a large hill with a concrete tunnel running under it. A range of resources 

are available for children to select including natural resources, blocks, buckets and 

spades, books and dress ups. Wattle Kindergarten runs a nature pedagogy 

program imbedded with Australian Indigenous peoples’ perspectives. 

 

Banksia House 

Banksia House received its ‘exceeding’ rating in 2015 and was additionally 

awarded an ‘excellent’ rating in December 2017. Banksia House was one of 12 

Queensland services identified in Stage 1 of the recruitment process. The Stage 2 
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detailed review showed 15 out of 38 indicators on the risk indicator checklist. This 

was the highest result on the checklist for Queensland services. Items from the 

checklist evident on the service website included newsletter items discussing 

professional development on risky play, risk benefit assessment and the 

importance of children taking risks, and photos of children riding a pony, using 

real tools, playing with sticks and using loose parts. Banksia House was selected 

for recruitment because of their high result on the checklist and because it is a 

privately owned long day care centre located in a regional town, helping to achieve 

the desired balance of service type and location.  

 

Banksia house was designed to provide a natural home-like environment where 

children can explore, engage with nature and animals and experience much of 

what they would do if they were at home with their family, including tree climbing 

and engaging with animals. During the early to mid-2000s, what the owner refers 

to as ‘the trauma years’, Banksia House received a number of non-compliance 

letters from the Queensland Department of Education for practices that were 

deemed unsafe or unhygienic. Practices deemed unsafe or unhygienic included 

keeping chickens, pony rides and tree climbing. The service almost closed its doors 

in the mid-2000s when they were informed by the Department that the grass may 

need to be removed because it was considered ‘dirty’. Banksia House is led by the 

owner’s daughter and an educational leader. Supported by the introduction of the 

NQF in 2012, the service has reintroduced some of the practices that were 

removed during ‘the trauma years’. A number of notable nature pedagogy and 

risky play consultants (including Niki Buchan, Teacher Tom, Gerver Tully, Prue 

Walsh and Peter Gray) have helped the service to justify practices and reintroduce 

children’s risky play experiences. 

 

Banksia House is positioned on a one acre property with one main building and 

several additional buildings. There is an adult only gate at the entrance, beyond 

which all buildings are open. There are five rooms, with children grouped in the 

following age ranges: babies, one to three years and four to five years (funded 

kindergarten program). Group sizes range between 10 and 33 children, with three 

educators per group. The service employs across the service ratios (rather than by 

room), which gives the service flexibility in responding to the needs of children 
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(ACECQA, 2020). All children have shared access to rooms and the yard space. 

Each room has a mat for group times which are run on an infrequent basis. The 

buildings are surrounded by a natural park-like environment with gardens and 

large trees. The outdoor surface is a mix of tan bark, grassed areas, concrete paths 

and large rocks. There is a sand pit, mud play area, several water lagoons, climbing 

equipment, playhouses, tree swings, a bird aviary, guinea pigs and a chicken coop. 

Banksia House runs an indoor/outdoor program for the most part of each day. 

 

Role of the researcher and ethical considerations 

In ethnographic case study research, there is a close relationship between the 

researcher and the research (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Goldbart & Hustler, 2004; 

Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995). This close relationship results in an unavoidable 

increased subjectivity in the research. It is therefore important for the researcher 

to acknowledge personal, cultural and historical positioning and use strategies to 

be aware of researcher subjectivity (Creswell & Poth, 2018). As Malterud (2001) 

states "a researcher's background and position will affect what they choose to 

investigate, the angle of investigation, the methods judged most adequate for this 

purpose, the findings considered most appropriate, and the framing and 

communication of conclusions" (p. 483-484). 

 

I acknowledge that the very act of initiating this research, the methodological 

choices I have made, such as the data I chose to collect and the way in which I 

chose to analyse and interpret the data, are all influenced by my experiences as a 

white middle-class Australian female primary and early childhood teacher. 

Although I have lived and worked in several different countries around the world, I 

have continued to operate in a predominantly white middle-class culture. I have 

primarily worked in independent fee paying schools. This positioning and 

experience result in certain privileges, assumptions and beliefs that influence my 

view of the world and how I operate within it. Neither I, nor the children I have 

taught, have had significant concerns about basic necessities such as food, money 

and housing. For the most part neither I, nor the children I have taught, have been 

concerned about issues of personal safety, freedom of expression or severe issues 

of injustice. I acknowledge that this positioning is a privilege and that I am among a 

minority within our global society. I do not take this positioning for granted. I 
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strive to do my best within this positioning and to use it to work toward a fair and 

just society.  

 

To acknowledge and reflect on my own subjectivity in the research, I adopted a 

reflexive-praxis stance throughout the project. A reflexive-praxis stance calls for 

ongoing reflection and action regarding the effectiveness of research methods and 

the impact of the research process on those participating in the research. By using 

a reflexive-praxis stance I continually asked the question, as stated in Article Two, 

“What is best for the research, for participants in the research and for the 

researcher in ‘learning how to go on’ in research” (Cooke, Francisco, Press, & 

Wong, 2020, p. 5 ). I detailed my reflective process in a journal. The aim of keeping 

a reflective journal was to remind myself to continually step back from the 

research to reflect on methods, processes, impact and outcomes. I detailed my 

personal experiences, questions, ideas and problems, and I planned adjustments 

when necessary (See Appendix B for an example of my reflective journal). The 

reflective journal provided insight into my data collection and interpretive 

processes, contributing to the sincerity and transparency of the research (Tracy, 

2010). A critical aspect of journal entries was acknowledging and, where 

appropriate, addressing my own subjectivities. As detailed in Article Two, I often 

reflected on the questioning techniques I was using during interviews. The process 

of reflection helped me to develop more effective open-ended ways of engaging 

with participants. In addition to a reflective journal, I also used meetings with my 

doctoral supervisors as a method of reflecting and acknowledging and reflecting 

on my own subjectivities. My supervisors were instrumental in questioning my 

approach and interpretations and reminding me to check assumptions throughout 

the research process. 

 

Data collection 

Ethnographic case study methodology and the complexity of the topic of risk-

taking called for multiple methods of data collection (Hayes, 2000; Merriam, 1998; 

Yin, 2014). The multiple methods of data collection used were (Patton, 2015): 

• Observations 

• Interviews 

• Document collection 



Chapter Four: Methodology 

59 
 

Multiple methods of data collection enabled exploration of risk-taking from a range 

of perspectives and provided an in-depth and comprehensive combination of data 

that supported triangulation and credibility (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Flewitt, 2006; 

Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Yin, 2014). For example, interviews provided a way to 

further explore and gather a range of perspectives on data collected during 

observations, and document collection provided a means to both validate and add 

to information gathered during interviews. Utilising multiple methods of data 

collection is consistent with the theory of practice architectures (Edwards-Groves 

& Grootenboer, 2015; Francisco, 2016). As discussed in Article Two (p. 6), by 

applying multiple methods of data collection, I was able to collect data consistent 

with the framework of the theory of practice architectures, namely, the sayings, 

doings and relatings of practices and the cultural-discursive, material-economic 

and social-political arrangements that shaped the practices. For example, broadly 

speaking, observations provided access to educators’ sayings, doings and relatings 

and interviews and documents provided access to cultural-discursive, material-

economic and social-political arrangements.  

 

Observations 

Observations were made as a non-participant observer. The participants knew 

they were being observed, but I did not actively participate in activities (Creswell 

& Poth, 2018; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003). Observations were taken during 

educators’ work directly with children. Observations were taken from a distance 

while educators and children went about the normal activities of their day 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018). Whilst observing, I focussed on what Pellegrini et al., 

(2004, as cited by Sandseter, 2007) call presumptive criteria. Presumptive criteria 

are designed to alert the observer to events relevant to the research questions. 

Presumptive criteria relevant to my research questions were developed through 

the literature and the theory of practice architectures. I detailed the presumptive 

criteria in a number of documents, which I used to keep me focused during 

observations. These documents included a list of observable risk indicators (a 

modified version of the risk indicator checklist discussed earlier) and a table 

showing key elements of the theory of practice architectures framework (all 

presumptive criteria documents can be found in Appendix C). The list of 

observable risk indicators, for example, was used to identify when a child or 
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educator was engaging in an action or experience that could be considered risk-

taking.  

 

During observations, I was aware of my impact on the educators being observed 

(Merriam, 1998). I was aware that educators may behave differently because they 

knew they were being watched (Merriam, 1998). The extent to which research 

observations affect participants’ behaviour is unknown (Merriam, 1998). Some 

research suggests that changes in behaviour are short lived as participants become 

used to the presence of the observer (Berg, 2012; Ratcliff, 2003). The length of 

time that I spent observing was planned so that educators could get used to my 

presence and feel comfortable enough to act as they usually would. Although I felt 

that most educators appeared to be comfortable with my presence, there were 

some educators who said that they were concerned about whether they were 

‘doing the right thing’. I reminded them that I was not there to critique their 

practices, but to gather data on their regular everyday practices. I asked educators 

how they might have behaved differently had I not been there. Most educators’ 

explanations were to do with the way they had guided children’s behaviour e.g. 

they were less firm with children than they would have been if I had not been 

there. The way educators made changes to their behaviour whilst being watched 

contributed to understanding educators’ risk-taking, as will be discussed in 

Chapter Six.  

 

I was concerned that the focus of the research may prompt educators to engage in 

or allow children to engage in an increased level of risky activities. During 

observations, I remained aware of this in case I needed to make a judgement about 

whether to remain as an observer or to step in. At no time during observations did 

I observe risk-taking that I believed would put an educator or child in 

inappropriate danger. 

 

Observations were recorded using 1) Field notes and 2) Photographs. Permission 

to observe and take photographs of children and educators was included in the 

consent process. To ensure ongoing consent, I checked in with children and 

educators when observing and I asked for permission each time I took a photo.  
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Field Notes 

Field notes are a common way of recording ethnographic case study research data 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018; Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995). Field notes were recorded 

in an individual notebook for each service. In the back of each notebook I pasted 

the presumptive criteria documents (Appendix C). Recorded notes included 

sayings (language), doings (physical activities) and relatings (interactions) that 

could be episodes of risk-taking. I also recorded features of the environment that 

might have encouraged or inhibited children or educators in taking risks. In 

addition to direct observations, I recorded possible follow-up questions for 

educators, photos taken and my own reflections and initial analytical thinking. To 

ensure that observation data was managed as close as possible to the time it was 

recorded, I reviewed and typed observation field notes at the conclusion of each 

day of observation and in the days immediately following the observation 

(Merriam, 1998; van den Hoonaard & van den Hoonaard, 2008).  

 

Photographs 

The purpose of taking photographs was twofold: as data itself; and as a stimulus 

for interviews with educators (Delamont, 2012). I primarily took photographs of 

episodes I thought might contain risk-taking. I also took photos of non-human 

elements (Flewitt, 2006), such as the outdoor space and classroom set up as they 

may be relevant to the practice architectures of the sites. Photographs were 

supplementary to field notes and did not replace narrative description of observed 

events. In current ECE practices, photographs are a commonly used means of 

documenting children’s learning and experiences (Rinaldi, 2006) and as such being 

photographed was not unfamiliar for children and educators. 

 

Interviews 

Interviews were an efficient way of gathering detailed information about 

educators’ thoughts and practices of risk-taking (Guest, Namey, Taylor, Eley, & 

McKenna, 2017). The practice of interviewing involves particular sayings, doings 

and relatings. These sayings, doings and relatings, enacted by both me and the 

educators, unfolded in an intersubjective space, where we aimed toward mutual 

understanding (Hodge, 2005; Kemmis et al., 2014). It is well documented that the 

key to effective interviews is asking good questions (Merriam, 1998). Wherever 
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possible I used open-ended questions as a way of maximising participants’ 

opportunity to contribute to and lead the direction of conversations. I continually 

reflected on my questioning strategies, as is documented in my reflective journal 

and discussed in Article Two. Two kinds of interview strategies were used. The 

first strategy was in-situ interviews. In-situ interviews took place whilst I was 

observing educators work with children. The second strategy was formal 

interviews. Formal interviews took place one on one or in small groups away from 

educators’ work with children.  

 

In-situ interviews were more like everyday conversations than formal interviews 

(Hayes, 2000). Participants had shared control of when conversations took place, 

who participated and what was discussed. I initiated conversations when I had 

observed a child or educator engaging in an action or experience that could be 

considered risk-taking, as discussed above in relation to observations. Following 

the observation, I approached either the educator involved or an educator nearby 

to ask questions about the intended purpose of their actions or their thoughts on 

the episode (McDonald, 2005). I also approached educators without a specific 

observation to discuss. In these instances, I asked questions such as ‘Have you seen 

any children taking a risk today?’ and ‘Have you taken any risks today?’.  

 

Formal interviews were semi-structured. This was to avoid data being determined 

or limited by a specific set of questions. Pre-planned open-ended questions 

provided a general guide for the interview, yet allowed space for educators to 

initiate and lead the conversation (Miller & Crabtree, 2004; Tong, Sainsbury, & 

Craig, 2007) (See Appendix D for interview questions). In an attempt to defuse the 

power imbalance between me (as researcher) and the educators (Creswell & Poth, 

2018), I informed educators that, in addition to me asking questions, they were 

free to share whatever they would like about the topic of risk-taking. I assured 

them that there were no right or wrong answers. In addition to asking questions, I 

provided educators with a range of photographs. Photos included ECE experiences 

that I perceived could involve risk-taking and those I perceived were unlikely to 

involve risk-taking. Photos were a combination of those I had taken during 

observations and some from an open access internet source (see Appendix E for a 

sample of photos used). Photos were used to prompt educators to talk about their 
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ideas, conceptualisations and practices of risk-taking. To initiate discussion about 

the photos, I asked educators to tell me which photos may include a child or 

educator taking a risk. Some educators grouped photos into risky and not risky. 

Most educators picked individual photos to talk about, which led to detailed 

discussions. Often educators seemed to be thinking out aloud as a way of 

processing new ideas. At times, we engaged in joint discussion about the 

possibilities of an action or experience, resulting in a collaborative and iterative 

process of interpretation and analysis that contributed to triangulation of data 

(Lambert & Loiselle, 2008).  

 

During formal interviews, I was aware of the importance of ensuring a safe and 

secure environment for educators (Patton, 2015). Where possible, interviews took 

place in a private space away from children and other educators. Interviews were 

arranged mostly towards the end of my time in each service. This gave me time to 

build relationships with educators in the hope that they would feel more 

comfortable during their interview. As an additional way of helping educators feel 

comfortable, I offered them a drink and snack before commencing the interview. I 

then began the interview with some general questions about their work in ECE 

before asking more focussed questions about risk-taking. In several interviews, 

educators shared personal stories about their lives. One educator shared a story 

that she had not told anyone before. The willingness of educators to share personal 

information suggested that they felt safe and secure in the interview environment 

and had trust in the relationship we had developed. In one interview, an educator 

became upset and I immediately turned off the recording device. The educator 

chose to continue sharing personal information and told me when she was ready 

to continue with the recording. During interviews, I was aware that, due to the 

focus on risk-taking, there may be the potential for educators to disclose practices 

that would be considered unethical according to the Australian Early Childhood 

Code of Ethics (Early Childhood Australia, 2016). If a disclosure was to be made 

that caused me concern, my plan was to first consult with my supervisors and then, 

if deemed appropriate, report the concern to the proper authority. At no time 

during interviews did an educator disclose information that caused me concern. 
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Both in-situ and formal interviews were audio recorded. Permission to record 

interviews was included in consent forms and I reconfirmed consent with each 

educator at the beginning of each interview. As will be discussed in Chapter Six, 

some educators expressed their awareness and discomfort at being recorded. At 

these times I moved the recording device away from view so that the educator was 

not constantly reminded of its presence. 

 

At the completion of the data collection period in each service, both in-situ and 

formal interviews were transcribed. Transcription was done primarily by me, with 

some support from a professional transcriber for the final service. Justification for 

using a professional transcriber was to speed up the transcription process at the 

completion of data collection. Issues of confidentiality with the transcriber were 

addressed. I informed the transcriber of the confidential nature of the data and 

asked her to delete all copies of audio and transcriptions on completion. As 

recommended by Braun and Clarke (2006), transcriptions not made by me were 

checked against the original recording for accuracy. Checking transcripts against 

the original audio allowed me to edit the transcripts based on my memory of the 

interview and my knowledge of the participants and context. Interviews were 

transcribed verbatim, including ums, ahs, laughs, and questioning and dialogue 

from me. This was done to reflect, as much as possible, a true account of the 

conversation (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Once interviews were transcribed, they were 

returned to educators for member reflections.  

 

Member reflections is a process suggested by Tracy (2010) to offer participants an 

opportunity to not only check the accuracy of what was said, but to add further 

ideas and reflections to the data. Tracy argues that member reflections are “an 

opportunity for collaboration and reflexive elaboration” (p. 844). Educators were 

given an instructional letter along with a printed copy of the transcript in a closed 

envelope (See Appendix F for instructional letter). Some educators asked for a 

digital copy and after obtaining a preferred email address, I sent this to them. 

Educators were given a two week period to review the transcript after which, if I 

had not heard from them, I used the transcript in its original form. Of the 55 

participating educators, 11 emailed me after reading their transcript. Seven let me 

know they were happy with the transcript and did not wish to make any changes. 
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Two educators made minor amendments. Both these educators spoke English as a 

second language and predominantly made amendments to their use of English. 

One educator chose to withdraw from the study as she felt that she had talked 

about people and places that she didn’t have permission to talk about. I offered to 

remove those aspects from the transcript so that the remainder of the data could 

be included. The educator declined to take up this offer and therefore I deleted her 

transcript and all her data from the study. One educator made significant 

amendments to her transcript and wrote me a letter reflecting on her experience of 

reading the transcript and being part of the research. This predominantly positive 

letter and reflection are further discussed in Chapter Six. 

 

In addition to interviews, educators were invited to write or narrate a risk 

narrative. As explained in the introduction, a risk narrative is a story illustrating 

children or educators engaging in risk-taking. Several educators asked to be 

reminded of this throughout the research and once data collection in their service 

was complete, as they thought they would have time at a later date. At the 

conclusion of the research, only one educator contributed a risk narrative. This 

narrative can be read as the introduction to Chapter Five. 

 

Document collection 

Documents from each participating service were gathered to identify information 

unattainable through observations and interviews (Stake, 1995). Documents 

provided some ancillary information about educators’ practices to “corroborate 

and augment evidence” from interviews and observations (Yin, 2014, p. 107). 

Predominantly, documents provided evidence of the practice architectures that 

enabled and constrained educators’ risk-taking practices. Documents gathered 

included pages from participating services’ websites, policy and philosophy 

documents, program and curriculum documentation, educators’ pedagogical 

planning and reflections and communication with families, such as newsletters. 

Permission for document access (Patton, 2015) was included in the consent forms 

signed by both the director and individual participating educators. Consent was re-

confirmed when accessing educators’ individual planning documents. 
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Data collection arrangements 

Data collection took place over a period of eight months from July 2018-February 

2019. The three sites were visited in turn beginning with Site One in July 2018 and 

concluding with Site Three in February 2019. Data collection methods were 

trialled in Service One, Teatree Children’s Centre. Eight educators from one room 

took part in the trial. The trial consisted of four days of observation, two 30 minute 

interviews and two hours of document gathering. The trial concluded with a group 

feedback session with participating educators. Although feedback from educators 

helped to refine data collection techniques, as discussed in Article Two (p. 11), no 

major changes were made to data collection methods and therefore data collected 

during the trial was included in the final data for the study. 

 

Table 4.4 below summarises the data collection arrangements in each service. 

Careful consideration was given to the time of year, length of time and schedules 

for data collection in each service (Patton, 2015). Length of time in each service 

was determined according to the size of the service. Decisions as to the time of 

year were largely pragmatic, yet also took into account the needs of services, for 

example, no data collection took place at the very beginning or very end of the year 

as at these times ECE services are busy either settling children into new routines 

or engaging in end of year celebrations. The final plan resulted in a balance of data 

collection periods across the year. Decisions regarding length of time in each 

service were based on a review of previous ECE risk research (Sandseter, 2010). 

Schedules for data collection in each service were designed to allow me to view 

practices inside, outside, in the morning and afternoon, with a variety of children 

and on special occasions. The final schedule for observations and interviews, as in 

Table 4, was arranged with each individual service in accordance with their 

preferences. 
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Table 4.4  

Summary of data collection schedule and arrangements 

Site Dates Days Hours Data collected 
Formal 

interview 
arrangements 

T
ea

tr
ee

 C
h

il
d

re
n

's
 C

en
tr

e 
(2

7
 p

ar
ti

ci
p

at
in

g 
ed

u
ca

to
rs

) 
Data 
collection 
trial 
25 July - 
3 August 
2018 
 

4 days Between 
2-4 
hours 
per day: 
total 17 
hours 

Field notes from 
observations, 18 
in-situ 
interviews, 2 x 
30 min 1:1 
interviews, 2 
hours document 
gathering  

For formal 1:1 
interviews, 
educators were 
released from 
their work with 
children by 
another available 
educator. Formal 
group interviews 
took place during 
regular team 
meetings. All 
interviews took 
place in a private 
room in the 
service.  

Actual 
study 
6 August - 
6 
September 
2018 

16 days Between 
1-6 
hours 
per day: 
total 51 
hours 
 

Field notes from 
observations, 74 
in-situ 
interviews, 17 x 
1 hour 1:1 
interviews, 7 x 1 
hour group 
interviews, 3 ½ 
hours document 
gathering 

W
at

tl
e 

K
in

d
er

ga
rt

en
  

(9
 p

ar
ti

ci
p

at
in

g 
ed

u
ca

to
rs

) 

11 
October -
24 
October 
2018 

6 days Between 
2-7 
hours 
per day: 
total 24 
hours 

Field notes from 
observations, 47 
in-situ 
interviews, 3 x 1 
hour 1:1 
interviews,  
1 x 1 hour group 
interview, 2 
hours document 
gathering 

For formal 1:1 
interviews, no 
educators were 
available to 
release 
participants from 
their work with 
children, so 
interviews took 
place after the 
children had gone 
home. The one 
formal group 
interview took 
place during a 
regular team 
meeting. 
Interviews took 
place either in a 
private office or 
in the classroom. 
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B
an
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u
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(1
9

 p
ar

ti
ci

p
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in
g 

ed
u

ca
to

rs
) 

11 
February - 
27 
February 
2019 

9 days Between 
1.5 and 6 
hours 
per day: 
total 26 
hours 

Field notes from 
observations, 24 
in-situ 
interviews, 17 x 
1 hour 1:1 
interviews,  
3 x 1 hour group 
interviews, 2 
hours document 
gathering 

For formal 1:1 
and group 
interviews, 
educators were 
released from 
their work with 
children by other 
available 
educators. 
Interviews took 
place in a variety 
of settings 
including 
classrooms, semi-
private rooms 
and outdoors in 
both private and 
semi-private 
spaces. 

 

 Total 
number 
of days: 
35 

Total 
number 
of hours: 
118 

Total number of 
interviews: 
In-situ = 163 
1:1 = 39 
Group = 11 

 

 

Data analysis 

The data were analysed using qualitative data analysis. Qualitative data analysis 

aims to find themes, patterns and regularities that can be used to “tell the story” of 

the data (Bernard & Ryan, 2010, p. 4). For the research presented in this thesis, 

qualitative analysis began with the selection of the research topic and research 

questions and was ongoing throughout the research process (Bernard & Ryan, 

2010). Systematic analysis, which began after the completion of data collection, 

required the selection of specific methods for investigating the data. Two methods 

of analysis were used: thematic analysis and analysis using the theory of practice 

architectures. My approach to data analysis has been detailed in Articles Three, 

Four and Five. In the section below, I give an overview of the two methods used 

and specific strategies for analysis, thus providing details not included in articles.  

 

Thematic analysis 

My approach to thematic analysis was guided by Braun and Clarke (2006). Braun 

and Clarke describe thematic analysis as a flexible approach that can provide a 

complex account of qualitative data and “can be applied across a range of 
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theoretical and epistemological approaches” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 78). 

Thematic analysis provides a way of “identifying, analysing and reporting patterns 

(themes) within data” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 79). As a qualitative method of 

analysis, thematic analysis is subjective. It is up to the researcher to make 

decisions about which patterns in the data are relevant for answering the research 

questions (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Thematic analysis was used on its own to 

answer research question one (How is risk-taking conceptualised by educators in 

high quality ECE services that expressly value children’s risk-taking?) and in 

combination with the theory of practice architectures to answer research question 

two (What enables and constrains the risk-taking practices of educators in high 

quality ECE services that expressly value children’s risk-taking?). In answering 

research question one, I focused on identifying patterns in the thoughts and ideas 

educators had shared during interviews about how they conceptualise risk-taking. 

In answering research question two, I focused on data collected through 

observations, interviews and documents, and looked for patterns in educators’ 

risk-taking practices and the conditions that make these practices possible (Braun 

& Clarke, 2006).  

 

Analysis using the theory of practice architectures 

The theory of practice architectures was used in conjunction with thematic 

analysis. Edwards-Groves and Grootenboer (2016) note that “the theory of 

practice architectures is not an analytical method per se” (p. 13). They describe the 

theory as a lens through which to approach analysis by providing a lexicon around 

what to look for and how to describe what is seen. Combining the theory of 

practice architectures and thematic analysis meant employing thematic analysis 

methods, with the framework of the theory of practice architectures providing the 

codes in which to group the data. Like thematic analysis, analysis using the theory 

of practice architectures is subjective. As the researcher, I was required to make 

analytical decisions about how to apply the data to the theory and vice versa. 

Additionally, when using the theory of practice architectures for analysis, it cannot 

be assumed that all information relevant to the theory will be explicitly revealed in 

the data (Kemmis et al., 2014). Throughout analysis, I was required to make 

informed inferences to build a complete picture of the data in light of the theory 

(Kemmis et al., 2014).     
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Strategies for analysis 

When applying both thematic analysis and the theory of practice architectures, the 

following strategies were used: 

 

1. Familiarisation with the data 

Becoming familiar with the data is considered “a key phase of data analysis within 

interpretative qualitative methodology” (Bird, 2005, p. 226). Becoming familiar 

with the data is the beginning of the systematic analysis process as it initiates the 

formation of meaning and ideas (Braun & Clarke, 2006). I became familiar with the 

data in three phases: transcription of audio data and field notes; a thorough read 

through of transcribed data; and summarising the data. As described earlier, 

interviews and field notes were either transcribed or checked by me. The process 

of transcribing and checking the data (following the collecting of the data itself) 

resulted in a sense of ‘knowing’ the data. I began to feel familiar with key quotes 

and themes and began the process of developing ideas and interpretations. 

Following transcription, I thoroughly read all the transcribed data. Reading 

through the data ensures that you have an overview of data content, which can 

enhance validity and increase the likelihood that findings “will accurately reflect 

the original data” (Harding, 2019, p. 120). As I read through the data, I made notes 

about possible codes and themes, including types of risk-taking for children and 

educators and the practice architectures that influenced educators’ risk-taking. 

These notes were later used when organising the data. Following the thorough 

read through, I created summaries of each interview transcript. Summarising data 

is a method of helping to condense large amounts of data and possible repetition 

down to key and relevant information (Harding, 2019). To summarise interview 

transcripts, I created a transcript summary template. The template was based on 

the research questions and organised according to the theory of practice 

architectures framework. Structuring the template in this way helped to focus my 

attention on key elements of the framework and begin to read the data with a 

theory of practice architectures lens. Once all interview transcripts were 

summarised, I collated the summaries. The collated summary gave me an overall 

picture of interview data according to the theory of practice architectures.  
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2. Organisation of the data in NVivo 

Following familiarisation with the data, I uploaded data into NVivo. I chose to use 

NVivo primarily as a tool for storing and organising the data. Organisation was 

done through coding the data into meaningful groups (Braun & Clarke, 2006; 

Tuckett, 2005). In NVivo, coding groups are termed nodes. Nodes were created 

using both a priori and empirical codes (Harding, 2019). A priori codes were based 

on the literature, the research questions and the theory of practice architectures. 

Empirical codes were developed during the thorough read through, summarising 

of the data and in the coding process itself. The process of organising the data 

through coding required me to make judgements as to how the data would be 

grouped (Harding, 2019). As the analysis process progressed, nodes were refined 

and adjusted, and new codes were created when necessary.  

 

3. Analysis tables 

To analyse the data following organisation in NVivo, I created analysis tables. To 

answer research question one, I created tables focussed on educators’ general 

thoughts about risk-taking and its place in early childhood education, educators’ 

examples of children’s risk-taking and educators’ examples of their own risk-

taking. To answer research question two, I created tables focussed on educators’ 

risk-taking practices (as identified through question one) and the practice 

architectures that enable and constrain educators risk-taking practices (See 

Appendix G for samples of analysis tables). As part of the process of deciding what 

fit into tables, I printed NVivo nodes and used a system of highlighting and note-

taking to refine patterns and themes in the data. I then collected evidence and 

suitable quotes from the data, placing these in the appropriate table. Reviewing 

printed NVivo nodes also gave me a way of counting occurrences in the data, for 

example, the number of times educators identified an experience as risk-taking. 

Counting occurrences within the data gave me a numerical overview of educators’ 

examples of risk-taking. Although not common in qualitative research, numerical 

understanding of the data provided a useful way of confirming patterns in the data. 

Numerical understanding ensured that I avoided overweighting dramatic events 

and did not just confirm things I wanted or expected to find, thus adding to the 

integrity and rigour of the research (Sandelowski, 2001). Numerical understanding 

of the data also provided a way of selecting appropriate words when discussing 
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data in journal articles (Harding, 2019). Findings in articles have been reported 

following Bloomberg and Volpe (2008): ‘all’ means 100% of participants; ‘most’ 

means 75% of participants; ‘many’ means 50-75%; ‘some’ means 30%-50% and ‘a 

few’ means less than 30%.  

 

When analysing educators’ examples of children’s and their own risk-taking I 

needed to decide how to describe the groups of examples. Following Sandseter 

(2007), I initially began calling the groups ‘categories’. As analysis progressed, I 

began to feel uneasy with this choice. As discussed in Article One, Sandseter’s 

initial six categories of risky play have in subsequent years been expanded, with 

Kleppe et al. (2017) and Saunders (2016) adding additional categories. By using 

the term ‘categories’, I felt that the examples may be too ‘locked in’ and ongoing 

expansion may be necessary. I wanted a term that represented the broad 

possibilities and varied nature of risk-taking. It is this reflection that led me chose 

the term ‘theme’, as used in Articles Three and Four. I felt that the term ‘theme’ 

more accurately described the fluidity and growing understanding of children’s 

and educators’ risk-taking. 

 

4. Validity check 

To check the validity and limit the inherent subjectivity of data analysis, I applied 

the following strategies: reflexive-praxis stance; check interpretations; and 

reflective journal. 

 

Reflexive-praxis stance: A reflexive-praxis stance helped me to remain open 

throughout the research process. During data analysis, a reflexive-praxis stance 

readied me for the possibility of unexpected findings and helped me to reflect on 

my own biases and look for alternative readings of the data. A reflexive-praxis 

stance encouraged me to investigate disagreements in the data and welcome 

negative evidence, that is, evidence that did not fit with what I knew or expected 

(Bernard & Ryan, 2010). 

 

Check interpretations: Checking interpretations of the data is an important part of 

the analysis process (Bernard & Ryan, 2010; Yin, 2014). I used two methods for 

doing this. Firstly, I re-read the data to check for accuracy and looked at other 
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sources of evidence to confirm findings. For example, when I interpreted through 

educator interviews that educators communicated about risk-taking with families, 

I checked this interpretation by counting instances of risk-taking being discussed 

in documents for communication with families, such as newsletters. Secondly, I 

checked my interpretations of the data by sharing findings with knowledgeable 

others, namely my PhD supervisors. As discussed earlier, my supervisors were 

forthright in challenging my interpretations and continually reminded me to 

question my own assumptions (Yin, 2014). When challenged, I returned to the data 

to look for alternative explanations. 

 

Reflective journal: I kept a reflective journal throughout the research. The main 

purposed of the reflective journal was to record experiences during data collection 

and information about my interpretive process (Goldbart & Hustler, 2004; Tracy, 

2010; Yin, 2014). I also detailed my own biases and developed strategies for 

managing these in the research process.  

 

So far in the thesis, I have identified the context and significance of the research, 

presented the primary literature review and detailed the theoretical framework 

and methodology. In the following chapters, I outline the research findings and 

analysis arising from the research. 

 



74 
 

 

 

 

Chapter Five:  
 

Educators’ Conceptualisations of Risk-
Taking in Early Childhood Education 

Part One 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter Five: Educators’ Conceptualisations of Risk-Taking in Early Childhood Education Part One 

75 
 

 

 

 

Pink Socks 

 

This story was shared with me by a family that was worried about the effect of 

gender stereotypes held by their child’s peers in the kindergarten group. The story is 

of their child who went shopping with his dad one weekend and was so excited about 

choosing his own new clothes; shorts, a shirt, and bright pink socks. On kinder day the 

child woke up so excited about his new clothes, that he was up and dressed before 

anyone else in the house was even awake. His mum described how excited and proud 

he was to be heading into kinder in his new clothes. Fast forward to the end of the 

day, mum describes the difference in her son - he just wanted to get home, he seemed 

deflated. Gone was the excitement and confidence she had observed that very same 

morning. When they got home the child pulled off his shoes and socks and threw the 

socks on the ground.  

 

“What’s wrong?” asked his mum. 

“These socks are stupid! I never want to wear them again!” the child replied.  

 

Through gentle questioning, his mum found out that a peer at kinder had made fun of 

the pink socks, saying that they were “girl socks”. The child is a big brother to a little 

sister that he loves very much. The mum explained that by calling pink socks stupid, it 

also implied that he thinks girls like his sister, like herself, are also stupid. The child 

looked horrified - no, no they weren’t stupid, he didn’t think that! Even so, when his 

parents told me this story the child had not worn the pink socks to kinder again. 

Unfortunately, the pink socks were deemed to be too much of a social risk. 

 

~ Stephanie, Teatree Children’s Centre 
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Introduction 

In this chapter, I present the first of three articles written to disseminate findings 

from the research. Article Three: High quality educators’ conceptualisation of 

children’s risk-taking in early childhood education: Provoking educators to think 

more broadly, partially addresses research question one: How is risk-taking 

conceptualised by educators in high quality ECE services that expressly value 

children’s risk-taking? The article explores educators’ conceptualisations of 

children’s risk-taking in ECE. Findings discussed in the article show that most 

participants in the research first and foremost conceptualised children’s risk-

taking in line with extant ECE risk literature, that is as outdoor physical risky play. 

Through questioning and provocations during data collection, educators began to 

think more broadly about children’s risk-taking. Educators identified that children 

may take risks in a broad range of everyday ECE experiences indoors, outdoors, in 

play and non-play activities and in a range of domains. I conclude the article by 

suggesting that minimal provocation may be needed to help educators 

conceptualise a broad view of children’s risk-taking in ECE. 
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Article Three 

 

Cooke, M., Wong, S., & Press, F. (2020). High quality educators’ conceptualisation of 

children’s risk-taking in early childhood education: Provoking educators to 

think more broadly. European Early Childhood Education Research Journal, 

28(3), 424-438. doi:10.1080/1350293X.2020.1755499 

 

 

 

 

 
This article has been removed from the thesis due to copyright restrictions. The 

published article can be accessed from Taylor and Francis at: 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/1350293X.2020.1755499?journa

lCode=recr20  

 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/1350293X.2020.1755499?journalCode=recr20
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/1350293X.2020.1755499?journalCode=recr20
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I think it's important for educators to take risks. I think we get stuck in a rut of what 

works well for us and we're not as open and as flexible to change it – we’re 

comfortable in what we’re doing. What is so good at Banksia House is that we offer 

experiences, and although we offer experiences that we enjoy doing with the kids, 

there are times we offer an experience or an activity that we're not necessarily good 

at, like cooking or baking, and that is a risk for us. And going to the forest, like 

yesterday I went to the forest for the second time. It's not generally a trip I go on and 

I put my hand up and said, ‘I'd really love to go’. So, I think if we step out of our 

comfort zone then that opens up opportunities for us to take more risks here in our 

work. 

 

I mean you never learn and you never grow if you don't step out of our comfort zone. 

So, whether you are changing your plans or trying a new way of planning or 

implementing new rules and routines in the room. Here at Banksia House they don’t 

want a lot of structure, they want more free play. Coming in as a Prep teacher I had 

to really wrap my head around that it's ok, you don't always need those rules and 

routines and children will respond either way. So, yeah, I think it's important. We 

have to take risks for our own development. 

 

~ Valerie, Banksia House 
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Introduction 

This chapter follows directly from the previous chapter with additional findings 

answering research question one: How is risk-taking conceptualised by educators 

in high quality ECE services that expressly value children’s risk-taking? Findings in 

this chapter are presented in Article Four: Educators’ risk-taking in high quality 

early childhood education. The article addresses how educators in the study 

conceptualised their own engagement with risk-taking. The article begins by 

describing how the theory of practice architectures can be used as a lens for 

thinking about risk-taking. The article then describes the research focus on 

voluntary risk-taking and summarises previous research on educators’ risk-taking, 

before outlining the context and methods of the study. Key findings discussed in 

the article include that participating educators viewed risk-taking as an important 

and valuable aspect of their professional practice. Three main motivations for 

participating educators’ risk-taking are identified and five broad themes describing 

the types of risks educators in the study take. Themes include providing 

opportunities for children to take risks and expressing ideas and beliefs. The 

findings are discussed in relation to high quality ECE and two aspects of the theory 

of practice architectures – the dual purpose of education and the enactment of 

praxis. 

 

Following the article is a postscript. The postscript addresses one specific area of 

risk-taking that some educators identified, yet is not a usual part of everyday ECE 

educators’ practice – the risk of being researched. 
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Postscript: The risk of being researched 

An additional area of risk-taking for educators was evident in the data, yet not 

reported in Article Four. The additional area of risk-taking was the risk educators 

took in participating in the research itself. I chose not to report on this aspect of 

educators’ risk-taking in Article Four as taking part in research is not an everyday 

aspect of ECE educators’ practice. Nonetheless, the data showing educators’ 

responses to participating in the research was sufficiently interesting to warrant 

attention in this thesis. 

 

Analysis of educators’ responses to the research indicate that some educators saw 

participation as a risk. Several educators expressed that they saw participation in 

the research as requiring them to be brave. They said that uncertainty about what 

the research would involve and what questions might be asked was a risk for them. 

Several educators said that they expect the children to be brave and therefore they 

should be brave themselves. This thinking encouraged educators to take part in the 

research. A few educators said that although they were nervous about taking part, 

they thought they might learn something, and this would make the experience 

positive. The overriding reason educators felt participation in the research was 

risky was because they were fearful of being judged by others. Educators were 

fearful of being judged for their practices, their ideas and opinions, and their use of 

language.  

 

Educators who were fearful of having their practices judged were nervous and self-

conscious about being watched. Several educators asked, “Do you think what I did 

was right?” and one educator said that she had behaved differently to what she 

normally would. Another educator, Mary, wrote a reflective letter (see below) to 

me following member reflections. In the letter she said that reading her transcript 

made her feel “unsettled, even troubled, at how my teaching practices were reflected 

within these conversations”. The unsettled feeling led Mary to remove some aspects 

of the transcript. She also asked for some photos to be removed from the data as 

they displayed practices of which she was unsure other people would approve.  

 

One of the main ways educators thought they might be judged through 

participation in the research was when they expressed their ideas and opinions. In 
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a group interview, one educator said, “Speaking up in this sort of forum is a risk, 

because you know we're all sitting here thinking ‘What are they going to think when I 

say that?’". Several educators expressed concern about whether they were 

answering questions appropriately, and some were worried that they were not 

articulating themselves clearly. One educator said, “Does that make sense?”. 

Another said, “I hope that’s what you wanted?”. 

 

Another concern for educators was that they might be judged for being ‘wrong’. 

This concern was evidenced by comments such as “I don’t know if I’m saying the 

right thing” and “I don’t know if it’s right or wrong?”. In Mary’s reflective letter she 

said the risk of being researched included “feelings of maybe not having the right 

answers, uncertainty from not knowing the questions you will be asked and trying 

(on the spot) to find words to explain an event when you are within teaching spaces 

and are not always fully present in the conversation”. 

 

Several educators appeared concerned about being judged for their language use. 

Most of these educators spoke English as a second language and were nervous 

about making mistakes. Mary, a native English speaker, was concerned about her 

use of conversational language and asked for all ums, ahs and so on, to be removed 

from her transcript. Mary’s concern may be linked to a fear that she would be 

judged as unprofessional. As discussed briefly in Chapter Four in relation to 

member reflections, Mary’s concerns about the transcript identifies a potential 

issue with having transcribed audio recordings verbatim. On reflection, verbatim 

transcripts were not necessary for the type of analysis needed to answer the 

research questions and removing the ums and ahs may have reduced Mary’s 

feelings of discomfort when reading her transcript. Transcribing audio verbatim 

potentially increased the risk of participating in research for some educators and 

may influence their decision to participate in research in the future.  

 

In addition to fear of being judged by others, some educators indicated aspects of 

the research were risky because they may lead to self-judgement. Saying 

something personal or about other people appeared to make several educators 

uncomfortable. During the member reflections process, a couple of educators 

judged that some of the things they had said were inappropriate. As also discussed 
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in Chapter Four, one educator had talked about people and places she did not have 

permission to talk about and therefore asked to have her transcript removed from 

the study. In Mary’s reflective letter, she asked to have discussions about 

individual children and their families removed, even though the children and 

families were not identified in the transcript. Mary felt that talking about 

individual children and families had not been respectful. 

 

The process of audio recording interviews with educators appeared to increase the 

fear of self-judgement and judgement by others. Some educators said they felt “so 

conscious of that recording”. A few educators granted permission for me to record 

as long as I did not play it to anyone else. At times, educators asked for the 

recording to be stopped while they told particular information. They were happy 

to share the information but did not want it to be ‘on the record’. Two educators 

asked not to be recorded at all. 

 

Although some educators felt that they were taking a risk by participating in the 

research, most educators found the experience positive and beneficial. Most 

educators thanked me for the opportunity to be involved in the research and said 

that they found the process had initiated new learning, either through discussions 

with me, with each other or through self-reflection. As evidenced in Mary’s 

reflective letter, the process of being asked to think about and explain ideas invited 

a new level of focus and intentionality around risk-taking. As discussed in Article 

Three, many educators said participation in the research had made them think 

differently about risk-taking and appreciated the provocations my questions had 

offered. Valarie from Banksia House said: 

 

“Thank you for making me think of it [risk] in a different way. Because as soon as you 

say risk [I] think danger - can they hurt themselves? And it's a lot deeper. It’s a lot 

deeper than that, which is great. Now I can look at it in a different way. It’s great.”  

 

Although the process of ethics approval always recognises and accounts for the 

potential risk to research participants, the finding that participating in research 

can feel both risky and beneficial for educators may offer an original contribution 

to understanding research participation. I have been unable to locate previous 
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research identifying that educators view research participation as a risky 

endeavour. Kemmis et al. (2014) identify that participation in research can 

support educators to critically reflect on and evaluate practices, leading to 

transformation. Kemmis et al. (2014) show that when research practices support 

“individual and collective agency”, educators are also empowered to positively 

transform the conditions in which they enact educational practices (p. 201). 

Change and transformation are more likely when there is relational trust between 

researchers and educators and educators are given tools for viewing their 

practices from different perspectives (Kemmis et al., 2014). As discussed in 

Chapter Four, several educators shared personal information during interviews, 

demonstrating relational trust between myself and participants.  

 

Understanding educators’ research participation as both risky and beneficial 

contributes valuable information for me as a researcher and for the research 

community. For example, prior to engaging in data collection, I was aware of the 

possible risks to participants through exploration of personal topics, yet I was not 

aware of the vulnerability educators might feel in sharing their thoughts on a topic 

that I did not perceive as being personal, such as risk-taking. Increased recognition 

of the risks educators face when participating in research may help researchers to 

maximise the benefits for educators’ in research participation. 

 

Mary’s reflective letter following member reflections 

 

Thoughts for Mandy:       April 2019  
 
The risk of being researched: 
 
I am writing this to understand my response to reading the many pages of words 
collated from the conversations and interviews with Mandy, that were to reflect my 
thoughts, beliefs and understandings of risk within early childhood 
practices/learning environments. 
 
Initially as I read the transcript, I struggled to hear my voice. I wondered, is this 
really what I said? I tried to remember the context of when I said it and where my 
understanding was at the time. I began to reflect on the difference between 
conversational and written speech and the process of being asked questions, without 
warning and knowledge of the question – many times as teacher we are asked 
without notice for our thoughts and opinions, within the constant requirement to 
meet best practices. This often happens within the realities of complex family 
relationships, challenges and daily unexpected events. 
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I began to wonder if I had the opportunity to answer questions with time and the 
chance to write, how would my responses be different? How much deeper would my 
thoughts have been and would the many ways I am able to express myself have been 
reflected in the data. 
 
To me, the data I read reflects ‘locked in’ moments in time. They were gathered last 
year, within the 2018 context. As I read these words in 2019, I feel my thoughts have 
already moved on. As I learn, research further, attend professional learning 
opportunities, become more confident and extend my understandings, I find my 
practices are constantly evolving. This year, I am working with new members in my 
team. There is a new dynamic and ways of being, belonging and becoming within the 
group. A new group of children and families, a new community of learners to 
introduce the beliefs, values and practices within our centre. Maybe this is why I 
struggled initially to hear myself within the data? My contexts have changed and so 
have I, as a teacher. I also reflected on how engaging in this research and having 
opportunities to reflect on my practices contributed to these changes. Being asked to 
explain my thoughts, understandings and rationale framed around risk made me 
focus and explicitly think and try to put it all into words. I thank you for this 
opportunity and see that as a positive outcome for me as one of your participants. 
 
I am aware that being involved in any research can place you at risk as the teacher. 
There can be a power imbalance, feelings of maybe not having the right answers, 
uncertainty from not knowing the questions you will be asked and trying (on the 
spot) to find the words to explain an event when you are within teaching spaces and 
are not always fully present in the conversation. After initially reading the document 
and feeling unsettled, even troubled, at how my teaching practices were reflected 
within these conversations, I did decide that I would highlight sections to be removed. 
Particularly the sections where I have spoken specifically about individual children 
and their family. Even though they are not identified within the text, I feel these 
explanations were given to offer contexts and deeper understandings to the 
discussion. Out of respect for the family, I do not wish them to be used any further. 
Along with these sections, I have also highlighted some of what I would call 
conversational speech to be removed. If used within the research, I wish my words to 
reflect what I may have written rather than spoken. 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to write and be part of this research. I wish you well 
for making sense of all your data and look forward to hearing your findings and 
further thoughts in the future. Happy to chat further with you about my thoughts. 
 
Best wishes, 
 
Mary  
 
Note: This letter has been reproduced with permission from the author.
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Face Painting 

 

We’ve had a lot of face painting going on recently. Lots of children are doing it, but 

there’s one particular child in our room who I feel really loves it. I think for her it’s 

about the sensory and social connection she gets from it, because some days she 

seems to fit into this peer group and then other days they tend to block her out and 

it’s a bit of push pull, and they have all the power. But when it comes to face painting, 

she’s welcomed in and included.  

 

So, I can see that it's beneficial for her, but her parents really do not want her to 

participate in it. They feel very frustrated and unhappy, mostly with her. I would say 

we haven’t felt too much backlash for it, but the frustration, I guess the guilt I feel 

when, specifically her dad, is quite angry with her when he picks her up. It makes me 

feel guilty because I let it happen. It’s not that I sat them down and said, ‘Let’s do 

this’, it just starts to happen and I’m like ‘I can’t break this interaction up’. But the 

consequences are that she gets in trouble at the end of the day.  

 

So, things we have been doing is trying to pre-empt it on StoryPark1. That has been 

really helpful. Having accessibility to something like that, that kind of platform, is so 

beneficial. It helps to give them pre-warning. Then maybe they can feel frustrated 

when they read it, but by the time they come to pick her up maybe, hopefully they can 

be more ok about it.  

 

We still might get an ‘I’d really rather this not happen…’ and there are lots of reasons 

why. Maybe they can't afford to wash clothes every single night or they don’t have the 

time or the resources - that kind of stuff. It impacts them. It’s also a risk for them 

because they’re taking their children out into the community and they may feel 

judged because of how their child looks. The paint might be on their faces, their skin 

and sometimes it gets on their clothes. I think it’s just a concern and a worry. 

 

In terms of the risk for me, when it started, I thought ‘This is great! Children never get 

to have autonomy over the way they look’. Like their hair is cut and they might say ‘I 

want it like this’, but, you know, that rarely happens. One of the girls the other day 

was saying she’d like to have her hair shaved off. And I couldn’t help but think ‘Well, 

that would never happen!’. They would never be given that choice to have that 

happen. Maybe if they were a boy they would. And so, for them to be able to physically 

change the way they look, I think that’s quite powerful for them. But knowing that 

there might be risk of backlash from families and having to justify the reasons why, 

for children and for educators.  

 

In our room, the educators are very like-minded. But there are some things where we 

still have a bit of conflict over. For example, with the face painting, the decision was 

 

1 Online planning and parent communication platform. 
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made that the children should make masks instead of drawing on their faces and I 

just think that's completely wrong. I don’t think it achieves the same thing. It’s not 

about making something. It’s different. They do it together, they often draw on each 

other and this is different. When they’re painting on each other they work so calmly 

and intimately with each other in a respectful way. That doesn’t happen very often. 

To be able to allow a peer to do that to you or to do it to yourself and create your own 

identity, to choose who you’re going to be for the day. I think that’s really powerful. 

 

~ Sally, Teatree Children’s Centre 
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Introduction 

This chapter presents findings addressing research question two: What enables 

and constrains the risk-taking practices of educators in high quality ECE services 

that expressly value children’s risk-taking? Findings are presented in Article Five: 

The practice architectures that enable and constrain educators’ risk-taking practices 

in high quality early childhood education. This article follows on from Article Four. 

The article uses the five areas of risk-taking outlined in Article Four as a basis for 

exploring the conditions and arrangements that enabled and constrained 

participating educators’ risk-taking. The article reviews previous research 

exploring factors that influence educators’ risk-taking and describes the context of 

high quality ECE in Australia. Using the theory of practice architectures, findings 

are discussed in relation to the cultural-discursive, material-economic and social-

political arrangements that enabled and constrained educators’ risk-taking. Some 

of the arrangements identified are: including risk-taking in the service philosophy; 

discussing risk-taking in pedagogical planning and communication; and trusting 

relationships between leaders, colleagues and families. The article proposes that 

findings may be used to help ECE services review the arrangements within, and 

brought to, their setting that enable and constrain educators’ risk-taking in 

professional practice. 
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Article Five 

 

Cooke, M., & Francisco. S. (2020). The practice architectures that enable and 

constrain educators’ risk-taking practices in high quality early childhood 

education. Early Childhood Education Journal. doi:10.1007/s10643-020-

01112-x.  

 

 

 

 

 

This article has been removed from the thesis due to copyright restrictions. The 

published article can be accessed from Springer at: 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10643-020-01112-x  

 

 

 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10643-020-01112-x


 

92 
 

 

 

 

Chapter Eight: 
 

Conclusion 
 

 

 

 

  



Chapter Eight: Conclusion 

 

93 
 

 

 

 

Life is a risk. There is always a risk. For all eternity of humankind that's how we 

behaved, and then our society is placing limitations on everybody because of that 

word risk. ‘Oh, don't do that because you might go broke, don't try that because you 

may not make enough money, don't do this because…’. Isn't it weird that here we are 

talking about this? It should just be a natural part of life. If we left people to just take 

their own risks, then they get to know their own limitations rather than saying they 

can't. People need to know their own limitations.  

 

Unless you give it a go, you are not going to know if it's going to succeed or not. If you 

have something you want to do or a dream, go for it. And I think that's what we need 

to show our children as well. It starts at this age - what are they dreaming of? Risk 

doesn't necessarily mean danger. But sometimes we all need a little encouragement. 

You just get a feeling, when you feel they are ready to jump, and you give a little 

encouragement. 

 

I actually believe that anything that is a bit risky must be worth going for. Because if 

it's not risky, then you're not doing anything. You're not achieving anything. Anybody 

who does anything to get to a higher level will risk other parts of their life. In any 

form of life, you have to go that extra step, to get to the next level. 

 

~ Elizabeth, Owner, Banksia House  
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Introduction 

This chapter concludes the thesis by synthesising key findings from the study in 

relation to the two research questions, highlighting significant original 

contributions and discussing findings and original contributions in relation to the 

transformation of educators’ practices. There are four significant original 

contributions to the research: (i) an expanded conceptualisation of children’s risk-

taking; (ii) an understanding of the embedded nature of educators’ risk-taking in 

ECE professional practice; (iii) a view of risk-taking through the lens of educators 

in high quality ECE services that expressly value children’s risk-taking; and (iv) 

examination of risk-taking through the lens of the theory of practice architectures. 

Following a discussion of these contributions, I identify implications of the 

research for professional development, policy, workforce issues, services, 

educators and research. I address limitations of the research and areas that 

warrant further research. I conclude this chapter with a personal reflection on the 

research journey and some final thoughts.  
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Summary of findings 

The aim of the research presented in this thesis was to explore risk-taking in ECE, 

for both children and educators. The research focused on educators’ in high quality 

ECE services that expressly value children’s risk-taking. The study investigated 

educators’ conceptualisations of risk-taking and their engagement with risk-taking 

in practice. As discussed throughout this thesis (Chapter One, Article One, Article 

Three), children’s risk-taking has received increased attention in recent years (Gill, 

2007; Little & Eager, 2015; Madge & Barker, 2007). ECE risk research identifies 

that risk-taking can have a range of benefits for children’s learning and 

development (Brussoni et al., 2015; Sandseter, 2009b). Consistent with the 

research, ECE curricula and frameworks, such as Australia’s EYLF, increasingly 

encourage educators to provide opportunities for children to take risks (DEEWR, 

2009; Department for Education and Skills, 2015; Makovichuk et al., 2014). Non-

ECE specific risk literature identifies risk-taking can also have benefits for adults 

(Brown, 2015; Dweck, 2012; Lupton & Tulloch, 2002; Zinn, 2016) and education 

scholars around the world call for educators to embrace attitudes and practices 

that might involve risk-taking (Biesta, 2014; Grieshaber & McArdle, 2014; Smith & 

Campbell, 2014). Until now, ECE research has focused predominantly on children’s 

outdoor physical risk-taking, commonly known as risky play. There has been little 

attention paid to other kinds of risk-taking for children and risk-taking for early 

childhood educators. With the increasing understanding that risk-taking can be 

beneficial for both children and adults, the inclusion of risk-taking for children in 

ECE curricula and frameworks, and the call for educators to embrace a range of 

attitudes and practices, people working in the ECE sector have a responsibility to 

develop an in-depth knowledge of risk-taking both conceptually and in practice.  

 

Guided by the theory of practice architectures and through a multi-site 

ethnographic case study focussing on educators’ perspectives and practices, the 

research reported in this thesis sought to answer the following research questions: 

 

1. How is risk-taking conceptualised by educators in high quality ECE services 

that expressly value children’s risk-taking?  

2. What enables and constrains the risk-taking practices of educators in high 

quality ECE services that expressly value children’s risk-taking? 
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Findings answering these research questions appear in Articles Three, Four and 

Five. Here, I summarise key findings in relation to each question: 

 

1. How is risk-taking conceptualised by educators in high quality ECE services that 

expressly value children’s risk-taking?  

 

The research identifies two key findings in relation to the above research question. 

Educators in high quality ECE services that expressly value children’s risk-taking 

a) conceptualised risk-taking as a positive and important aspect of ECE and b) 

conceptualised risk-taking as possible in a broad range of everyday ECE 

experiences. 

 

a) Educators’ conceptualisation of risk-taking as positive and important in ECE was 

based on the belief that there is a strong connection between risk-taking and 

learning, development and opportunity. As discussed in Article Three, most 

educators viewed risk-taking as an “inherent and unavoidable part of life” (Cooke, 

Wong, & Press, 2020a). Common words and phrases educators used to describe 

risk-taking included ‘challenge’ and ‘pushing boundaries’. Risk-taking was viewed 

as valuable for both children and educators.   

 

In terms of children’s risk-taking (Article Three), educators saw children taking 

risks as a kind of exploration and adventure that can expose new possibilities. The 

finding that educators viewed children’s risk-taking as a positive aspect of ECE is 

consistent with previous research, such as that conducted by Little (2010), 

Sandseter (2014) and McFarland and Laird (2017).  

 

In relation to educators’ risk-taking (Article Four), the research revealed that 

educators perceived there were three main benefits of taking risks in their 

professional practice: professional growth and development; the development of 

children as competent and empowered individuals; and advocacy and activism. 

Professional growth and development were viewed by educators as a key benefit. 

Educators felt that if they did not take risks, they might become a “stagnant teacher 

where nothing ever grew” (Cooke, Press, & Wong, 2020, p. 7). Taking risks was 

also seen to contribute towards the development of children as competent and 
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empowered individuals. Providing opportunities for children to take risks, 

although at times risky for educators, was one way of contributing positively 

towards children’s development. Advocacy and activism were also seen as a 

motivator for educators’ risk-taking. Educators felt that taking risks to advocate for 

what they believed was ‘best’, can contribute to a more just and fair society. To the 

best of my knowledge, no other research has revealed early childhood educators’ 

views and motivations regarding their own risk-taking in professional practice.  

 

b) The finding that educators conceptualised risk-taking as possible in a broad 

range of everyday ECE experiences has two key aspects: children’s risk-taking and 

educators’ risk-taking. 

 

Children’s risk-taking  

 

Figure 8.1. Children’s risk-taking 

 

As discussed in Article Three, educators identified children’s risk-taking in wide 

range of everyday ECE experiences. Figure 8.1 identifies the broad range of areas 

educators identified as potentially involving children’s risk-taking. Educators 

perceived that children could take risks: 

- indoors in activities such as cutting with scissors, playing a new game, 

attempting to write their name or negotiating play with friends.  
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- during non-play activities, these being activities that do not fit into an 

educators’ conceptualisation of play. Examples of non-play activities that 

might include risk-taking included making sandwiches, asking for help and 

gardening.  

- in a range of domains, in addition to the physical domain. Educators 

believed children’s risk-taking could involve the social, emotional and 

cognitive domains in experiences such as entering and maintaining 

friendships, learning to write and contributing to group discussions.  

Although educators speculated about when and where children might take risks, 

they acknowledged that what they perceive as risky for children may not be what 

children perceive as risky for themselves. Therefore, the determination of risk is 

dependent on both educators’ and children’s perception.  

 

These findings extend on previous literature identifying that children take risks in 

outdoor physical play (Brussoni et al., 2015; Gill, 2007; Little, Wyver, & Gibson, 

2011; Sandseter, 2007), and build on research that suggests children’s risk-taking 

may be more than outdoor risky play (New et al., 2005; Nikiforidou, 2017; 

Saunders, 2016; Stephenson, 2003). These findings are consistent with non-ECE 

specific risk literature that identifies risk-taking occurs in a range of domains, 

including financial, physical, emotional, environmental and social (Lupton, 2013; 

Smith, 1998). The research reported in this thesis is the first that I know to 

explicitly investigate a broad perspective on risk-taking for children.  
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Educators’ risk-taking  

 

Figure 8.2. Educators’ risk-taking 

 

As discussed in Article Four, findings show that early childhood educators 

perceived that they took risks in a range of everyday practices. Through analysis of 

findings, I offered five dominant and overlapping themes of educators’ risk-taking: 

providing opportunities for children to take risks; trusting children; doing things 

that are new; expressing ideas and beliefs; and including curriculum content that 

may be considered controversial, complex and inappropriate for children. These 

themes are represented in Figure 8.2 above. Findings show that there can be a 

connection between children’s risk-taking and educators’ risk-taking, indicating 

that supporting educators to take risks can lead to opportunities for children to 

take risks. These findings build on ECE research identifying that providing 

opportunities for children to take risks can be risky for educators (Bundy et al., 

2009; Niehues et al., 2016), and a small number of studies identifying additional 

experiences that may be risky for early childhood educators (Giugni, 2006; New et 

al., 2005; Robinson, 2002). To the best of my knowledge, this is the first research to 

explicitly explore early childhood educators’ perceptions and practices of their 

own risk-taking in professional practice.  

 



Chapter Eight: Conclusion 

 

100 
 

The findings that educators conceptualised risk-taking may take place in a broad 

range of ECE experiences for both children and educators, makes a unique 

contribution to ECE risk research. Findings indicate that the dominant discourse 

on risk-taking in ECE as risky play could be expanded. Expanding the 

conceptualisation of risk-taking in ECE has significant implications for the ECE 

sector, as will be discussed in the next section. 

 

2. What enables and constrains the risk-taking practices of educators in high 

quality ECE services that expressly value children’s risk-taking? 

    

A range of factors worked together to enable educators to take risks in 

professional practice. The research identified influencing factors under the three 

dimensions of practice architectures, these being cultural-discursive, material-

economic and social-political. In the cultural-discursive dimension, I revealed that 

language and discourses of the regulatory environment both enabled and 

constrained participating educators’ risk-taking. For the services in the study, 

enacting specific regulations in particular ways worked to enable educators’ risk-

taking, such as including risk-taking in the service philosophy, in the content of 

professional development discussions and in pedagogical planning and 

communication with families. In the material-economic dimension, I found that 

provision of particular resources and environments (such as loose parts and 

natural settings) and a focus on well qualified, experienced and cohesive teams 

(resulting in a stable workforce) enabled and supported educators to take risks. 

The finding that educators in the study who were well qualified and had longevity 

in their service (often resulting in cohesive teams) (Article Five) were more likely 

to take risks that contribute to high quality ECE (Article Four) suggests (as argued 

in Article Five) that working to develop a well-qualified and stable workforce may 

support both educator risk-taking and the quality of ECE. A more qualified 

workforce may be developed by encouraging dual ECE/Primary qualified 

educators to stay in ECE (Gibson et al., 2020). A more stable workforce may be 

achieved by improving pay and conditions, thus keeping early childhood educators 

in the sector for longer (Irvine, Thorpe, McDonald, Lunn Brownlee, & Sumsion, 

2016). In the social-political dimension, findings showed that practices of leading 

both enabled and constrained educators’ risk-taking, with positive relationships 
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and trust identified as a key element of readying educators to take risks. The 

identification of a range of interwoven factors enabling and constraining 

educators’ risk-taking both supports and builds on previous research showing that 

a range of inter-related factors can influence educators’ provision of risky play 

(Article Five) (Little & Sweller, 2015; Sandseter, 2009a; Sandseter, Little, & Wyver, 

2012; van Rooijen & Newstead, 2017). As seemingly the first ECE research to 

investigate factors that influence early childhood educators’ risk-taking in 

professional practice, these findings provide new and unique insights into risk-

taking in ECE. I will now discuss the significance of all findings in terms of their 

contribution to ECE research.  

 

Contributions of the research 

Through the theoretical and methodological choices I have made in answering the 

above research questions, this doctoral thesis makes four significant original 

contributions to research on risk-taking in ECE. The contributions are as follows. 

 

i) An expanded conceptualisation of risk-taking for children  

The research finding that children may take risks in a wide range of everyday early 

childhood experiences contributes a new, broader and more comprehensive 

conceptualisation of children’s risk-taking in ECE, than previously existed. As 

identified in Article One, research on children’s risk-taking in ECE has 

predominantly focused on risk-taking in outdoor physical play (risky play). In that 

article, I proposed that this focus may have resulted in a limited conceptualisation 

of children’s risk-taking as an outdoor physical play activity. As reported in Article 

Three, the proposition that educators may have a limited conceptualisation of risk-

taking as risky play was initially confirmed when most participating educators’ 

first responses to risk-taking focussed on activities that fit the description of risky 

play. Yet by asking open-ended questions, such as ‘Have you seen children taking 

any risks today?’, I gave educators the opportunity to speak broadly about their 

perception of risk-taking. Additionally, by asking explicit questions, such as ‘Do 

children take risks inside?’ and ‘Is there a risk involved in participating in a 

group?’, I provoked educators to reflect on the concept of risk-taking. These 

provocations exposed deeper insights into the kinds of risks that children might 
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take in everyday ECE experiences. The methods used indicate that it may take only 

minimal input to provoke educators to think more broadly about risk-taking in 

ECE. 

 

In Article One, I argued that a conceptualisation of risk-taking as risky play may 

result in limitations in educators’ practices. The focus on risk-taking as risky play 

that dominates research, also appears to dominate ECE services, practitioner 

magazines and professional development courses. By providing an expanded 

conceptualisation of children’s risk-taking to include a broad range of everyday 

ECE experiences, the research reported in this thesis might inspire educators to 

rethink the opportunities they provide for children’s risk-taking and aid them in 

providing for and supporting a broad range of risk-taking for children. 

Additionally, the methods used in this research to provoke educators’ thinking 

during data collection may be useful in educator preservice courses and 

professional development.  

 

Exposing a broad view of children’s risk-taking is in line with the articulation of 

risk-taking in some ECE curricula and frameworks. In the Australian EYLF, for 

example, children’s risk-taking is not defined as an outdoor activity or limited to 

any specific domain (DEEWR, 2009). By understanding that children’s risk-taking 

could take place in a broad range of ECE experiences, educators may be better able 

to enact the learning outcomes of the EYLF and other such documents, by 

providing for and encouraging children’s risk-taking indoors, outdoors and in a 

range of domains and experiences. 

 

By provoking educators to think more broadly about what actions and experiences 

might constitute risk-taking, there is a danger that we may be tempted to identify 

everything children do as risky. If this were the case, we may lose focus on the 

specific actions and experiences that are worthy of our attention. Analysis of data 

for the current project shows that not all educators agreed on what actions and 

experiences they considered could be risky for children and there were many 

times when educators identified actions and experiences they didn’t see as risky. 

This was evident even when asked directly, ‘Do you think this experience could be 

risky for children?’. This suggests that educators, and as a result the research, did 
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not fall into the trap of classifying everything children do as risky. Despite this 

felicitous result from the research, the danger of classifying ‘everything’ as risky is 

a notion that requires continued awareness. 

 

ii) An understanding of the embedded nature of risk-taking in early 
childhood educators’ professional practice 

In addition to contributing an expanded conceptualisation of children’s risk-taking, 

the research reported in this thesis has brought to light the, until now, minimally 

explored area of early childhood educators’ risk-taking. By exploring educators’ 

views on their own risk-taking, I identified that risk-taking is an embedded aspect 

of early childhood professional practice. These findings build on previous research 

identifying that educators’ risk-taking can add richness to curriculum (New et al., 

2005).  

 

By exposing educators’ motivations for taking risks, I position educators’ risk-

taking as courageous, ethically and morally driven acts that work toward the dual 

purposes of education – the formation of individuals and the formation of societies 

(Baker-Doyle, Hunt, & Whitfield, 2018; Kemmis & Edwards-Groves, 2018). 

Findings indicate that ethically and morally driven risk-taking contributes toward 

the enactment of praxis, where educators exercise professional judgement about 

what is ‘best’ for children and for society. Identifying a connection between risk-

taking and praxis has implications for the quality of educators’ practices. For early 

childhood educators to move beyond technē (the technical aspect of teaching 

towards specific learning outcomes) towards wise and prudent education “for the 

good of mankind” (Kemmis & Smith, 2008), they may have to engage in wise and 

prudent risk-taking. 

 

Exposing the embedded nature of risk-taking in early childhood educators’ 

professional practice makes a significant contribution to understanding the 

everyday work of early childhood educators. This finding supports the notion that 

the work of early childhood educators is complex (Cumming, 2015; Ryan & 

Whitebrook, 2012) and contributes to the overarching Exemplary Early Childhood 

Educators at Work study by identifying and documenting the risk-taking practices 

of educators in high quality ECE. By understanding both the embedded, broad and 
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ethically based nature of early childhood educators’ risk-taking, the ECE sector 

may be better equipped to provide information, understanding and support to 

early childhood educators as they take the kinds of risks that support high quality 

ECE.  

 

Educators exposed to this research may be inspired to reflect on, discuss and 

further engage in wise and prudent risk-taking for the benefit of their own learning 

and development, the development of children as competent and empowered 

individuals and as acts of advocacy and activism. The research may inspire 

educators to step out of their comfort zone, to be courageous and to explore 

practices that contribute toward a more sustainable and just society – the kinds of 

practices that help us “live well in a world worth living in” (Kemmis et al., 2014, p. 

25).  

 

iii) A view of risk-taking through the lens of educators in high quality 
early childhood education services that expressly value children’s 
risk-taking  

Another unique contribution of the research is that it explored risk-taking through 

the perspectives and practices of educators in high quality ECE services that 

expressly value children’s risk-taking. The high quality services selected for 

inclusion in the study have been rated ‘exceeding’ in every quality area and 

standard in the Australian assessment and rating process, many of which relate 

directly to educators’ practices. In addition to the ‘exceeding’ rating, two of the 

participating services have received an additional ‘excellent’ rating. The ‘excellent’ 

rating is the highest rating an ECE service can achieve in the Australian assessment 

and rating process. The ‘excellent’ rating is awarded to services that demonstrate 

excellence in quality improvement and practice (ACECQA, 2020). Additionally, the 

services selected for inclusion in the study were among the highest scoring 

services on the risk indicator check list, the method used to assess the value 

services place on children’s risk-taking. Purposive sampling with the dual criteria 

of high quality ECE services that expressly value children’s risk-taking resulted in 

participants who were able to contribute a high level of pedagogical thinking and 

practices in relation to risk-taking. It is possible that educators in other kinds of 

services, such as lower quality services or services that do not expressly value 

children’s risk-taking, would express an alternative range of views on risk-taking.  
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The inclusion of educators in high quality services that expressly value children’s 

risk-taking resulted in insights that are of significant value to understanding the 

place of risk-taking in high quality ECE. The reflective and critical insights provided 

by educators in the study suggest that risk-taking may be a crucial aspect of high 

quality ECE. The findings from this study may motivate educators in other services 

to critically reflect on, and positively transform, their own perspectives and 

practices on risk-taking for high quality in ECE.  

 

iv) Examination of risk-taking through the lens of the theory of practice 
architectures 

This research appears to be the first to examine risk-taking through the lens of the 

theory of practice architectures. In doing so, the research makes an original 

contribution to understanding both educators’ risk-taking practices and the 

arrangements that enable and constrain educators’ risk-taking. The connection 

between educators’ risk-taking and the dual purpose of education and praxis, as 

discussed above and in Article Four, was identified by viewing risk-taking through 

the lens of the theory of practice architectures. By using the theory of practice 

architectures framework of cultural-discursive, material-economic and social-

political arrangements (the practice architectures), I have provided a detailed 

account of conditions within, and brought to, ECE settings that can both enable and 

constrain educators’ risk-taking. In Article Five, these conditions, or arrangements, 

were discussed under the three dimensions of practice architectures (cultural-

discursive, material-economic and social-political), yet, as discussed in the article, 

it is important to note that in reality these arrangements co-exist simultaneously. It 

is the co-existence of particular arrangements that create the conditions for 

particular practices and therefore arrangements must always be viewed as 

interconnecting parts of a whole, rather than individual and separate entities. 

 

Findings identified through the lens of the theory of practice architectures can 

provide impetus for ECE services to review the place of risk-taking in their own 

service. As discussed in Chapter Four, the findings from this research were not 

intended to be generalisable. Yet the factors identified as enabling and 

constraining educators’ risk-taking provide a useful starting point for individual 

services to review and reflect on the conditions within, and brought to, their own 
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setting that may influence educators’ risk-taking. For example, as show in Table 1 

(Evidence of arrangements for enabling educators’ risk-taking within each service) 

in Article Five, all three services showed evidence of “extensive practice 

architectures that supported educators in providing opportunities for children’s 

risk-taking and in doing something new” (Cooke & Francisco, 2020, p. 12), yet 

there was less evidence of practice architectures that support other types of 

educators’ risk-taking. This finding may act as instructive for services in reviewing 

and reflecting on educator risk-taking in their own service. 

 

As articulated within the theory of practice architectures, transformation of 

practices cannot be left to the responsibility of individual educators (Kemmis & 

Smith, 2008). It is through understanding and changing the conditions of practices 

that transformation is possible (Kemmis & Smith, 2008). Findings revealed by 

examining educators’ risk-taking practices through the lens of the theory of 

practice architectures may initiate transformation of both educators’ risk-taking 

practices and the conditions that make these practices possible. 

 

Implications of the research 

The new insights into risk-taking in ECE generated through the research in this 

thesis have implications for: professional development; policy; workforce issues; 

services; educators; and research.  

 

Professional development: Findings from the study contained in this thesis may be 

used to inform the content of vocational training, early childhood education 

degrees and professional development courses (See Appendix K and L for 

samples). The better early childhood educators understand the embedded nature 

of risk-taking in ECE, for both children and educators, the better prepared they will 

be to exercise the professional judgement needed to effectively provide for, enact 

and navigate risk-taking in their everyday practice. As discussed in Article Five, 

many educators participating in the study were not clear about how or where 

children’s risk-taking is articulated in NQF documents. Provision of comprehensive 

professional development on children’s risk-taking, including where and how it is 

articulated in curricula and frameworks, may support educators in providing, 

encouraging and supporting a wide range of risk-taking. Findings suggest that 



Chapter Eight: Conclusion 

 

107 
 

professional development can be beneficial in inspiring educators to take the risk 

to try new and innovative practices, to challenge thinking and step out of their 

comfort zone. Insights from this study may be used to create professional 

development around the kinds of risks educators might take in their professional 

practices and how they might negotiate these risks. As findings from the study 

derive from high quality ECE services, insights may help inform educators about 

the kinds of risk-taking practices that can support high quality ECE.  

 

Policy: The research presented in this thesis could be used as a basis for including 

risk-taking in policy documents. In situations where documents do not currently 

include children’s risk-taking, findings may form the basis of content promoting 

children’s risk-taking as important in early childhood pedagogy. Where children’s 

risk-taking is already included in policy documents, findings may prompt a review 

of how this is articulated, ensuring that children’s risk-taking is viewed from a 

broad perspective and not limited to outdoor physical play. Including specific 

articulation of educators’ professional risk-taking in policy documents would show 

educators that the ECE sector understands and supports the exercising of 

professional judgement in consideration of what is ‘best’ for children and 

communities. For example, as discussed in Chapter One, currently in Australia 

there is no mention of educators’ risk-taking in the NQF or the Australian 

Standards for Teachers, yet there are practices encouraged that may require 

educators to take risks. Grieshaber and McArdle (2014) note that a previous 

version of the Professional Standards for Queensland (Australia) Teachers 

promoted educators’ taking intellectual risks. Recognition of the embedded nature 

of educators’ risk-taking in ECE within policy documents may give educators the 

courage to take the kinds of risks that support their own professional learning and 

development, children’s growth and development, and socially just ECE. 

 

Workforce issues: Findings from this research have implications for workforce 

issues such as relationships of hierarchy and power, pay equity claims and staff 

retention. As articulated in Article Five, the conditions that make educators’ risk-

taking possible can include trust from leaders and educators in positions of power, 

qualifications, experience and longevity of service. Employing strategies to support 

staff retention may create a more stable workforce, which can provide the 
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conditions for educators to build positive long-term relationships with children, 

families, colleagues and leaders – a key factor in enabling educators’ risk-taking. 

 

Services: As discussed previously and in Article Five, findings from this study 

provide ECE services (and other education settings) with a starting point for 

reviewing the conditions and arrangements within, and brought to, their service 

that enable and constrain educators’ risk-taking. By reflecting on arrangements, 

such as the service philosophy, pedagogical planning, professional development, 

communication with families and resources, services may be able to create the 

conditions that support and encourage educators to take risks in their professional 

practice. 

 

Educators: Findings from this study have implications for educators. Findings 

indicate that many educators may need to reflect on how they conceptualise risk-

taking. By broadening their perspective on risk-taking for children, educators may 

be better equipped to provide for and support a wide range of children’s risk-

taking. Reflecting on their own risk-taking in professional practice may lead 

educators to engage in a broader range of risks, be more open in their dialogue 

about risk-taking and be more understanding and supportive of colleagues’ risk-

taking. Educators may seek their own professional development or approach 

professional development in new ways, challenging themselves to try new 

practices and ways of thinking. The findings in this research may encourage 

educators to have the courage to enact the kinds of risks necessary to create high 

quality ECE that meets the unique needs of individual contexts and communities. 

 

Research: This study contributes to the growing evidence supporting use of the 

theory of practice architectures in ECE research. By using the theory as a 

theoretical, methodological and analytical framework, I have built on the work of 

ECE researchers demonstrating the pertinence of the theory in ECE research 

(Boyle et al., 2018; Rönnerman et al., 2017; Salamon et al., 2015). As discussed 

earlier, application of the theory of practice architectures has made it possible to 

explore educators’ conceptualisations and practices of risk-taking and the 

conditions that make these practices possible. Using the theory has demonstrated 

the usefulness of this approach in understanding the work of early childhood 
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educators. Additionally, through my involvement with the overarching study, 

Exemplary Early Childhood Educators at Work, I have contributed materials to 

support understanding and application of the theory of practice architectures in 

analysis (as discussed in Chapter Three and contained in Appendix M). Although 

created specifically for the Exemplary Early Childhood Educators at Work study, 

these materials may be useful for other researchers new to the theory of practice 

architectures. 

 

Limitations of the study 

There are limitations that may have impacted on the findings of this doctoral 

research. Specific limitations for each article are outlined within the individual 

articles. These include the small size of the study (Articles Three and Five), the 

focus on educators’ perceptions of children’s risk-taking rather than asking 

children themselves (Article Three), the participation of only female educators 

(Article Four) and investigating educators’ perceptions of children’s risk-taking 

and their own risk-taking within one study (Article Five). In terms of the size of the 

study, although the research focused on three services only, data was gathered 

from a significant number of educators within the services, and the in-depth nature 

of the investigation provided a rich story that would not have been possible in the 

time frame had I included a larger number of services. The focus on educators’ 

perceptions of children’s risk-taking rather than asking children themselves may 

be seen as a limitation of the study, yet the intention of the research was to explore 

educators’ perceptions of children’s risk-taking as a starting point for an expanded 

conceptualisation of risk-taking. The participation of only female educators was a 

limitation caused by the predominantly female ECE workforce in Australia. This 

limitation could be addressed in future studies by deliberately seeking male 

educators for participation and by exploring risk-taking in countries where there is 

a higher number of males in the ECE workforce. To address the analytical 

challenges caused by investigating educators’ perceptions of children’s risk-taking 

and their own risk-taking within one study, I read the full context of educators’ 

comments. If taken out of context, some comments did not clearly identify whether 

participants were talking about children’s or educators’ risk-taking. By reading the 

full context of educators’ comments, I was able to identify participants’ intended 

meaning. 
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My limited experience as a researcher, as discussed in Article Two, may have also 

resulted in limitations in the research, particularly the data collection process. At 

times, particularly early in data collection, my questions were too closed or leading 

and I fell into the habit of engaging in collegial-type discussions with educators.  

However, my intention in the research design was to gather educators’ thoughts 

and ideas with minimal influence from me as the researcher, so I had to revise my 

approach to provide more distance. At times, the way I phrased questions was too 

long and complicated, sometimes containing three questions in one. This resulted 

in several educators asking me to repeat or clarify questions and some confusing 

responses from educators, which proved challenging in the analysis process. As 

articulated in the introduction to the thesis, I began the research through an 

interest in children’s risk-taking. Although my focus had shifted to educators’ 

perceptions and practices of risk-taking by the time data collection began, at times 

I naturally focussed on children’s risk-taking. The feedback from educators who 

participated in the data collection trial helped to address some of these issues. As I 

developed greater clarity in my thinking about the research project, I also became 

increasingly focused on collecting data in ways that were effective and appropriate 

for the research questions.  

 

Two additional elements may have also been a limitation to the research: The 

focus on high quality services, and the data collection methods employed. The 

focus on high quality services, although justifiable, may have resulted in limitations 

regarding the generalisability of findings. Application of broad service selection 

criteria may have helped to understand how risk-taking is perceived across the 

ECE sector, yet would not have provided data that supports the development of 

high quality ECE. The focus on high quality services provided data that contributes 

to our understanding of high quality ECE by examining high quality risk-taking 

practices. Contributing to our understanding of high quality practices supports the 

global move to improve ECE quality, for the benefit of children and society. 

 

Data collection methods may have also been a limitation in the research. As was 

evident in Mary’s reflective letter (Chapter Six, p. 82-82), the methods of data 

collection used did not allow participants time to prepare their ideas and thinking 

prior to interviews. Giving educators the questions prior to interviews may have 



Chapter Eight: Conclusion 

 

111 
 

given them more time to prepare answers. Alternative data collection methods, 

such as a written survey, may have also given educators more time to think about 

and craft responses to questions. Nevertheless, the methods used resulted in rich 

data that effectively answered the research questions. 

 

Finally, the subjective interpretation of data inherent within qualitative research 

will have influenced findings. The reflexive-praxis stance I positioned myself in 

throughout the research worked to minimise the subjective nature of qualitative 

research and my inexperience as a researcher. I used both my reflective journal 

and meetings with supervisors to address these limitations. Both strategies 

involved questioning methodological approaches and interpretations of the data. 

Other strategies used to ensure the rigour of the research were discussed in 

Chapter Four. 

 

Future research 

Given the seminal nature of the broad exploration of risk-taking in ECE presented 

in this thesis, there are many avenues for future research. As the current research 

explored educators’ perspectives on both children’s and their own risk-taking, it 

has exposed avenues for further exploration in both areas. Here, I offer four 

possible research directions: (i) investigation of children’s perspectives on a broad 

range of risk-taking; (ii) direct observation and description of a broad range of 

children’s risk-taking; (iii) further investigation of educators’ experiences and 

practices of risk-taking; (iv) and interventions to develop educators’ risk-taking 

practices. 

 

i) Investigation of children’s perspectives on a broad range of risk-taking 

As mentioned in Article Three, findings from this study indicate that “further 

research on diverse expressions of children’s risk-taking is warranted” (Cooke, 

Wong, & Press, 2020b, pp. 12-13). An appropriate area for research would be to 

explore children’s perspectives and practices of a wide range of risk-taking. The 

kinds of children’s risk-taking identified in the current research could be a useful 

starting point for future investigations. Investigating children’s perspectives and 

practices of a diverse range of risk-taking would make for an interesting and useful 

comparison with the perspectives of educators, as reported in this thesis. 
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ii) Direct observation and description of a broad range of children’s risk-taking 

In addition to including children’s perspectives in future research, direct 

observation and detailed description of the characteristics of a broad range of 

children’s risk-taking would make a valuable contribution to understanding 

children’s risk-taking in ECE. Methodologies used in risky play research, such as 

observing for subjective and objective risk and working with explicit definitions of 

risk-taking to identify instances and prevalence of children taking risks (Kleppe, 

2017; Sandseter, 2009b, 2009c; Sandseter, Kleppe, & Sando, 2020), may be useful 

in developing further understanding of the characteristics of a broad range of 

children’s risk-taking. 

 

iii) Further investigation of educators’ experiences and practices of risk-taking  

As a relatively new area of ECE research, educators’ experiences and practices of 

risk-taking could be explored further. Future research could include a larger 

sample size and alternative methods of investigation. For example, a wide reaching 

survey and comparisons across different contexts and countries would add a 

broader perspective. Longitudinal inquiry into educators who embrace risk-taking 

would also be generative for developing deeper understanding of educators’ 

experiences of risk-taking. Research looking at cultural differences in educators’ 

perception of risk-taking in ECE would also be useful to the international ECE 

community. 

 

iv) Interventions to develop educators’ risk-taking practices 

A fourth possible research direction concerns the way educators are readied to 

engage in risk-taking in professional practice. A future project could, for example, 

investigate the methods used in current preservice and professional development 

courses for developing educators’ understandings of risk-taking and their 

readiness to engage in risk-taking in professional practice. This could be followed 

by the development of an intervention to support educators in making 

professional judgements about risk-taking in professional practice. Additional to 

supporting educators, support materials could be developed to help services to 

review their approach to risk-taking and the conditions in their service that enable 

and constrain educators’ risk-taking. 
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Reflections on the research journey 

As stated in the introduction, this PhD explored ECE educators’ perspectives on, 

and practices with, both children’s and their own risk-taking. By focusing on the 

perspectives and practices of educators in high quality ECE services that expressly 

value children’s risk-taking, I hoped that findings from the research might inspire 

change in educators’ risk-taking practices across a broad range of ECE services. 

Initially I thought the findings might inspire educators to positively transform their 

risk-taking practices. As the research progressed, I realised that by transforming 

risk-taking practices, educators may also transform other kinds of practices – by 

taking the risk to step out of their comfort zone and try something new. The 

methodological choices I made were not intended to affect changes in educators’ 

practices during the research process itself. It is my hope that transformation 

might happen through dissemination of findings. The peer reviewed journal 

articles contained in this thesis are the starting point for this dissemination, 

followed by practitioner magazine articles, workshops and presentations. 

Continued dissemination of findings, and ideas for ongoing contributions that 

might inspire positive transformation of educational practices, form part of my 

own personal transformation. 

 

In addition to my hope that my research will transform educators’ practices, the 

PhD journey has resulted in a number of personal transformations. The period of 

my research has been an enriching, loved, challenging and transitional experience. 

For the most part, working on the research has been my happy place. The 

experience has given me insight into notions of knowing and being, it has opened 

my mind to new perspectives and has expanded my thinking on a range of areas of 

educational practice, not least the area of risk-taking. Conversely, the PhD journey 

has also served to highlight what I do not know and how much more there is to 

learn. Positively, the range of experiences I’ve encountered throughout the PhD – 

researching and writing, teaching and supporting preservice teachers, presenting 

at workshops and conferences – have taught me numerous new pathways to 

learning and discovery, and I look forward to the post-PhD learning journey.  

 

In terms of research, I feel inspired to continue what I have started. I believe that 

the research presented in this thesis is just the beginning of research exploring a 
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broad range of risk-taking and risk-taking practices in ECE. It is my hope that 

following completion of this thesis, I might have the opportunity to continue to 

explore this increasingly important aspect of education, and continue to contribute 

towards “transformation of our practices, transformation of the way we 

understand our practices, and transformation of the conditions that enable and 

constrain our practice.” (Kemmis, 2009, p. 463). 

 

Regarding writing, I have learnt that this can be a challenge, a pleasure and a risk! I 

find writing challenging on the days when I’m staring at a blank page and the 

words refuse to come. I find writing a pleasure when I have pages to work with and 

I’m crafting the ‘best’ way to convey my message. And, I find writing can be a risk 

when I choose to say something controversial or in an unconventional way…like 

including a very personal reflection at the end of my thesis or starting a sentence 

with ‘and’. In addition to what I say and how I say it, the process of sharing my 

writing has felt risky. Throughout the PhD, I’ve shared my writing with 

supervisors, peers, journal editors, research participants and so on. Sharing my 

writing means exposing myself to others’ critique. I have learnt to be brave in 

sharing tentative beginnings, personal thoughts and my ‘I think this is it’ versions; 

and to take a big deep breath when it’s just not quite there. I am inspired to keep 

writing in various forms and hope that I may find readers who are inspired by 

what I have to share. 

 

Regarding presentations and workshops, I have discovered that this method of 

delivery suits me. I enjoy it, and from reports so far, I might also be good at it. 

Whether it is teaching preservice teachers or presenting to experienced educators 

and researchers, I find face to face contact, dialogue and interaction energising. I 

enjoy the process of reciprocal sharing and learning, challenging and being 

challenged and working together to move our thinking and practices forward. I am 

inspired to continue to seek opportunities to share what I have learnt through 

many years as an educator and the journey of the PhD, and what I am yet to learn 

in the future.  

 

A final transformative experience has been the realisation that I am not as brave as 

I had thought. As discussed in the introduction, I was brought up to be a risk-taker, 
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to speak my mind and to jump into life with both feet running. For much of my life, 

I have believed that I have the confidence and courage to stand up for myself and 

others. But the PhD journey and my developing understanding of risk-taking has 

made me realise that there are times I could be braver. At times caution prevails. 

Being cautious is not necessarily a bad thing – after all it is thoughtful risk-taking 

that we are aiming for. But sometimes I feel I’m too cautious. Sometimes I choose 

not to say or do because of fear; fear of being perceived in a particular way, fear of 

being dismissed or disliked. And when I do say or do, at times I dwell on the 

negative consequences rather than embracing the learning. Beghetto’s (2018) 

notion of ‘beautiful risks’ (where positive outcomes have benefits for others) has 

reminded me of the importance of putting myself out there, not just for my own 

sake, but for the benefit of those around me. 

 

The realisation that I’m not as brave as I’d thought emerged part way through the 

PhD, and I’ve spent the remainder of the journey trying to find my courage. 

Looking for it in the crevasses of my past experiences and my aspirations for the 

future. I’ve taken a few deep breaths and tried some things out. I’ve spoken up, 

despite fearing the consequences, and I’ve stepped forward, although tentative 

about what might happen. As I reach the final stages before submission, I feel like 

strength and courage might be just around the corner.  

 

Perhaps more beneficial than starting to find my courage, I’ve realised the benefits 

of experiencing a little fear. I now feel better positioned to understand the full 

spectrum of attitudes towards risk: The risk averse, the risk tentative, as well as 

those who have the courage of a lion. I feel more equipped to talk about, support 

and work collaboratively to navigate the fear and beauty that is risk-taking. As I 

look to the future, may we, as a community of humans both brave and scared, band 

together and take on the world. 

 

Concluding thoughts 

By exploring educators’ perspectives on, and practices with, risk-taking, the 

research reported in this thesis has reconceptualised risk-taking in ECE. I have re-

defined risk-taking for children beyond the dominant discourse of risky play and I 

have brought to light an until now quiet conversation about risk-taking for early 
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childhood educators. Reconceptualising how we think about risk-taking and what 

risk-taking looks like in practice is the first step in positive transformation of risk-

taking practices. It is my hope that, like risky play research, the research reported 

in this thesis will contribute toward the increasingly positive attitude toward risk-

taking in ECE and will inspire the ECE sector, individual services and educators to 

transform their approach to risk-taking for both children and educators. 

 

In Article One, I proposed that this research might ignite a broader conversation 

about risk-taking within the ECE sector, no longer focussing predominantly on 

risky play, but on risk-taking in all aspects of ECE. Already I feel this conversation 

has begun. The practitioner magazine articles, presentations and professional 

development workshops that I have been invited to create and present suggest 

that the ECE sector is interested in and ready for this broader conversation. 

Talking about, reflecting on and enacting a broad range of risk-taking in ECE is 

vital as we, the ECE community, work towards the provision of high quality ECE 

that can help us all to “live well in a world worth living in” (Kemmis et al., 2014, p. 

25). The research presented in this thesis provides ample content for ongoing 

conversations and positive transformations of risk-taking practices in ECE. 

 

Postscript 

"You have to remember that as an educator, you have the responsibility to 

build a community of scholars who will fight for what is right. You must 

distribute knowledge that permeates advocacy within your classroom. There's 

so much more to teaching than education; it is a fight for equitableness."  

 

~ Leslie Ekpe June 7, 2020 

 

This thesis was finalised during the COVID-19 pandemic, global protests in 

response to the death of George Floyd at the hands of police, and Australian 

protests over Aboriginal deaths in custody. These issues alone have ignited a new 

level and awareness about risk and risk-taking in our world. The current situation 

has made talking about, reflecting on and enacting a broad range of risk-taking 

even more critical. Just last weekend (June 6, 2020) thousands of people across 

Australia made the decision to ‘take the risk’ to attend group protests against 

COVID-19-based restrictions issued by the government. I can only assume 
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decisions to attend protests were driven by the belief that advocating for the safety 

of our Indigenous peoples was more important than complying with government 

restrictions or protecting themselves or the community against COVID-19. I 

assume these decisions were not made lightly – and neither should they be, as both 

COVID-19 and Aboriginal deaths in custody are not light concerns. In these 

uncertain times there is no right or wrong, no clear answer. Yet we all have a 

responsibility to assess the risks and make decisions that we believe are ‘best’ for 

ourselves, our families and the broader community. At some point we all need to 

take the risk to stand up for issues of human rights and social justice; how and 

when we do this is up to us as individuals. Making decisions about when and 

where to take these risks can be supported by engaging in critical conversations 

about race, diversity, gender, religion, beliefs and so on. These conversations may 

feel awkward, uncomfortable and risky; just like they did for the educators in my 

study. Yet just like the educators, we must embrace the risk if we are to contribute 

towards a more equitable and just society – if we are to help all citizens to “live 

well in a world worth living in” (Kemmis et al., 2014, p. 25 ). 
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Appendix A – Participant information and consent letters 

A(i) – Service information and consent letter 
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A(ii) – Educator information and consent letter 

 



Appendices 

 

138 
 

 



Appendices 

 

139 
 

 



Appendices 

 

140 
 

 



Appendices 

 

141 
 

 



Appendices 

 

142 
 

 

 

 

 



Appendices 

 

143 
 

A(iii) – Parent/guardian information and consent letter 
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A(iv) – Parent/guardian photo permission letter and consent form 
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Appendix B – Reflective journal entry samples 

 
9/8/18 (Data Generation - Teatree Children’s Centre) 
Talking to XX today and the same thing happened as with XX (re sitting through silence 
and pause in conversation and then good stuff). Because normal dialogue is reciprocal, 
she waits for me to respond and because we are so much on the same page and 
interested in each other’s ideas, I wanted to respond and tell her about Sandseter and 
Little’s comparative study and how as social constructivists we are more like to ‘talk 
about risk’ than ‘allow children to experience risk’ as they are more likely to do in 
Norway, where the dominant paradigm is the Gibsonian theory of affordances (which 
values actual experience with the features of the environment). XX has been talking 
about micromanaging children’s play and I thought she’d be really interested. Instead 
of telling her about this, I explained that I am practicing sitting through pauses and 
silence as it gives time to think, and for the conversation to develop without me 
leading it. I told her that I am trying not to influence her thinking too much and so I am 
going to collect my thoughts- all the things I want to tell her- and tell her at the end, 
when data collection is complete. She seemed really keen for this.  
 
11/10/18 (Data Generation - Wattle Kindergarten) 
Before the session began, I spoke with each educator to explain the process i.e. I’ll 
watch, take notes and maybe some photos, might ask questions and audio this. I told 
them they can tell me to bugger off if they like. This worked well. It broke the ice and 
we had a bit of a laugh. It felt good to have this positive start.  
 
13/2/19 (Data Generation - Banksia House) 
It seems that around 3 hours is maximum for observations for one day. I get about 8 
pages of observation notes from this time and it feels like educators have seen or 
spoken to me already in the day and don’t necessarily have anything more to add. I 
feel it’s best to leave it at that and come back another day.  
 
26/2/19 (Data Generation - Banksia House) 
I finished off the last interviews as 2 group interviews. The educators weren’t all 
teaching the same year groups but as Banksia House doesn’t really work like that I 
think it’s ok. It was good to have a mix of different kinds of groups and 1:1, so it was 
good to do it this way. I mixed in a few of the 1:1 questions into group ones to 
stimulate discussion more.  
 
11/6/19 (Data Analysis) 
Dealing with my own bias in the analysis is particularly challenging. As I found in the 
data, risk is a funny thing. Even though I think of it as positive, if an educator calls 
something that I think is a positive experience risky, then I think of them as risk averse. 
I think it might be because of the way they say it. I seem to be reading whether they 
see it as good risky or bad risky without asking them. I need to ask them what they 
mean and how they see it. My own desire to allow children freedom to engage in a 
wide range of risk-taking influences the way I think about and write about the data.  
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Appendix C – Presumptive criteria and documents for field 
notebooks 

 

Research Questions 

1. How is risk-taking conceptualised by educators?  
2. What enables and constrains educators’ risk-taking? 
 

 

Questions re examples of children’s/educators’ risk-taking 

• Tell me about that experience? 

• Do you think it involves taking risks for either you or the children? 

• What benefits/negative consequences do you see? 

• Some educators might not allow this/do this, can you tell me about why you 

do? 
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Observable Risk Indicators 
 

Children’s experiences 

Sandseter’s categories of risky play – are these happening indoors? 
1. Play with great height 
2. Play with high speed 
3. Play with dangerous tools 
4. Play with dangerous elements  
5. Rough and tumble play 
6. Play where one might disappear or get lost 

Sandseter’s presumptive criteria – are these happening in social, emotional, cognitive? 
➢ Children engaged in experiences that may result in harm or injury 
➢ Children testing boundaries and exploring risk  
➢ Children on the borderline of ‘out of control’  
➢ Children overcoming fear 
➢ Children attempting something never done before 

My presumptive criteria 
➢ Children engaged with uncertainty 
➢ Children engaged with something with possible negative (or positive) consequences 
➢ Children being encouraged to do something by an educator or peer 
➢ Children being congratulated on successfully achieving something by educator or peer 

Stephenson’s suggestions 
➢ Doing a puzzle 
➢ Block tower above head 
➢ Arriving for first time 
➢ Entering play first time 

Tovey’s suggestions 
➢ Imaginative play 
➢ Telling a joke 

New’s suggestions 
➢ Sharing decision making with children 
➢ Educators using curriculum content that is controversial, different or challenging  

Saunders’ suggestions 
➢ Sandseter’s categories inside 

Nikiforidou’s suggestions 
➢ Children’s readiness to accept failure 
➢ Children’s readiness to take initiatives 
➢ Children’s readiness to confront uncertainty 

 

Educator practices 

Educators encouraging children to overcome fear or do things they’ve never done before (physical, 
cognitive, social, emotional) 

Educators using the term risk or risk-taking in a positive manner 

Educators doing something with uncertain outcomes 

Educators displaying a liberal attitude toward rules 

Educators showing awareness of their own capacity for risk-taking 

Educators engaging in thoughtful discussion on risk-taking 
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Appendix D – Formal interview questions 

• What made you become an educator? 

• What made you work at this service? 

• What made you join the research project? 

• Can you tell me how you see risk-taking? How would you define it? 

• What does risk-taking mean to you personally? 

• What does risk-taking mean to you as an educator? 

• Have you always thought this, or has your perception of what is risky changed? If it 
has changed, what has influenced this change? 

• Do you see a place for risk-taking in ECE and if so how? 

• What is your understanding of risk-taking in the Early Years Learning Framework or 
National Quality Framework? 

• Have you had any professional development related to risk-taking? 

• Can you tell me about any risks you’ve seen children take recently? 

• Play is a really important part of ECE, are there experiences during the day that the 
children do that you wouldn’t consider play? If so, do you see children taking risks 
in these experiences? 

• Do you think children take risks indoors? 

• Can you look at these photos – do you see anything that might be risk-taking for 
children or educators? Tell me about that 

• Do you think this experience was risky for you or the child? Why? 

• Do trust children to make their own decisions about risky experiences? How do you 
show this? 

• Do you engage in risk-taking as an educator? 

• What do you think makes you able to take those risks? 

• Is there anything within the service or community that you feel encourages you to 
take risks? 

• Is there anything within the service or community that makes you feel like you 
shouldn’t take risks? 

• When have you done something you thought might be frowned upon by others? 
Who? Why? Did you do it anyway and why? 

• Have you ever had to justify a practice to a leader, assessor or parent? What did 
you say? 

• Do you feel at liberty to make decisions about risky experiences? Why/why not? 
 
Additional questions for directors 
 
• How have risk-taking practices evolved in your service? 

• What did you need to change to support risk-taking practices i.e. physical and 
financial resources, new language, new spaces and times? 

• Have you provided additional resources to support risk-taking? 

• When and why might you involve yourself in educators’ decisions about risk-taking 
practices? 

• How do you support educators in developing risk-taking practices? 

• How do you let educators know your views on risk-taking? 
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Appendix E – Sample of photos used in formal interviews 

Photos taken during observations 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photos from open access internet source 
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Appendix F – Member reflections instruction letter 

 

DATE 
 
 
Dear (Participants Name), 
 
 
 
Attached is a transcript of conversations we had during data collection for my PhD 
research project Towards a reconceptualisation of risk-taking in early childhood 
education. Please take some time to read through the transcript. If you feel that there 
is anything in the transcript that you would like amended or added, please make a 
note directly on the transcript or attach additional pages.  
 
If you choose to make amendments or additions, please return the transcript to me by 
DATE. You may either email a scanned copy or post a hard copy (see below for 
addresses). If you are happy with the contents of the transcript as it is, there is no need 
to return it to me. 
 
During the data collection period I invited you to write a ‘risk narrative’- a story 
documenting an experience where you or a child engaged in risk-taking. If you have 
felt inspired to write a risk narrative that you would be happy to have included in my 
thesis (named or anonymous- your choice) please include this with the returned 
transcript. 
 
The first of a series of publications for my project is due to be published in 
Contemporary Issues in Early Childhood Education soon. I’ll send a copy to your service 
as soon as it’s in print, should you wish to keep up to date with the project’s progress. 
 
Thank you again for your participation in the project. Please feel free to contact me 
should you have any questions. 
 
Kind regards, 
 
Mandy Cooke 
-Email address 
-Phone number 
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Appendix G – Sample of analysis table 
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Appendix H – Interview for Teacher Magazine 
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Appendix I – Article for Rattler 
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Appendix J – Article for C & K Blog 

Note: The C & K Blog is an internal organisation blog. The following screen shot has 

been provided by the organisation and appears here along with a transcript of the 

published article. 

 
 

Courage and risk-taking in early childhood education 

Tree climbing, fire pits and sword fighting with sticks are all activities that fit the 

description ‘risky play’. With a growth in research around the benefits of risk-taking, 

children’s risky play is increasingly encouraged in early childhood settings. 

 

For me, this is exciting. As a rock climber, traveller and adventure enthusiast, I have 

welcomed risky play into my practice. But not everyone feels the same enthusiasm about 

encouraging children to take risks. For some educators, the idea of allowing children to 

climb a tree or play with sticks can translate into a risk for themselves; a risk – filled with 

images of possible broken bones and upsetting conversations with parents – that some 

educators are not willing to take. 

 

Fortunately, there are ways children can learn about risk-taking without the possibility of a 

physical injury and organisational arrangements that can support educators in stepping 

out of their comfort zone to embrace a range of risks. 

 

In my research project titled Towards a Reconceptualisation of Risk-Taking in Early 

Childhood Education, I explored a broad range of risk-taking for both children and 
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educators. I found that in addition to the increasingly well-known outdoor physical 

activities of risky play, children may take risks in a range of activities and developmental 

domains. For example, children might be taking a social and emotional risk when asking 

another child “Will you play with me?”. The uncertainty and possibility of success or failure 

can make this risky for children, yet it is a question many would agree we want to 

encourage. 

 

Having the courage to be vulnerable and put ones’ self out there, in the hope of a positive 

outcome, is a disposition that helps put you in the driver’s seat, to embrace opportunities 

and live life to its fullest. When children take social and emotional risks such as asking 

someone to play, they develop the same kinds of risk assessment and management skills 

they might gain from taking physical risks, such as climbing a tree. They assess the 

situation, take account of past experiences and weigh up risks versus the rewards. 

Supporting children’s non-physical risk-taking requires the same kind of strategies we 

might offer to a child taking a physical risk, such as scaffolding, encouragement and 

support in coping with failure.  

 

Every day, early childhood experiences that could feel risky for children include: 

o Trying something new 

o Answering a question 

o Expressing an idea or belief 

o Going against the ‘norm’ 

o Solving a problem 

 

Although, for the child, failure, rejection and judgement – all possible outcomes of non-

physical risk-taking – can be just as upsetting as a broken bone, educators often find these 

consequences easier to manage than a trip to the hospital. Social and emotional injuries 

don’t require forms to be filled out or explanations to the Department, and families more 

often see these experiences as resilience building. 

 

Having the courage to support children’s risk-taking is just one of the ways educators can 

take risks in their professional practice. My research shows that educators take a broad 

range of risks in support of both children’s and their own learning and development and as 

acts of advocacy and activism. 

 

Some educators feel like they are taking a risk when they try a new teaching strategy, 

share an idea with a colleague or parent, or introduce a challenging curriculum topic. Like 

children’s risk-taking, although these actions can feel risky, they can also have beneficial 

outcomes. Taking risks as an educator can create innovative teaching strategies, enable 

children’s rights and address issues of social justice – making them risks well worth taking. 

 

But even when we know the benefits, risk-taking can be scary. Not all of us have a natural 

disposition toward taking risks and can be driven by the fear of possible negative 

consequences.  
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There are a range of things your organisation can do to support you in having the courage 

to step out of your comfort zone. These include: 

 

o Philosophy - including risk-taking for children and educators in your service 

philosophy can be a great start to developing a culture of risk-taking.  

o Professional development - providing professional development and opportunities 

to discuss the complexity and diverse attitudes toward risk-taking can encourage a 

supportive team approach. Team support is crucial in giving educators the courage 

to take risks without fear of judgement.  

o Communication with families - talking to families about the benefits of risk-taking 

and the kinds of risks that both children and educators might take helps develop 

understanding and trust. Understanding and trust help reduce shock and 

judgement when things don’t work out the way you had hoped.  

 

Essentially, relationships and communication are key. If risk-taking is not being talked 

about in your service, have the courage to start the conversation.  

 

As research increasingly shows, the disposition to take risks is important in our rapidly 

changing and increasingly uncertain world. Having the courage to feel uncomfortable, 

embrace the possibility of failure and create something new is key to developing 

confident, resilient and empowered children and educators. 
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Appendix K – Sample of slides from presentation at C & K 
Research into Practice Conference 
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Appendix L – Sample of slides from educator workshop at 

Merindah Children’s Centre 
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Appendix M – Theory of practice architectures resource 
materials 

 

 

Theory of Practice Architectures Resource Materials for 

Exemplary Early Childhood Educators at Work Study 

 
 

The following materials were developed to assist with application of the theory of 

practice architectures in the Exemplary Early Childhood Educators at Work Study: 

 

 
The TPA Key Terms and Concept Summary draws together theory of practice architectures 

terminology and main concepts. The concept summaries are distilled from the theory of 

practice architectures literature and include practice examples from both the literature 

and the Exemplary Early Childhood Educators at Work study data. The summaries intend 

to orient data collection and analysis to TPA and provide a reference guide to return to for 

clarification of TPA concepts. 

 
TPA Quick Reference Guides provide a quick reference guide for the key elements of the 

theory (sayings, doings, relatings and cultural discursive, material economic and social-

political) and the kinds of data that could be coded to these elements. 

 
TPA Sample Tables of Invention were customised for the Exemplary Early Childhood 

Educators at Work study. Two sample tables of invention were created using the Teacher 

and Director data from the study. Another suggestion is to follow a ‘story’ (for example, 

Esta) and map this to the table of invention. 

 
TPA Annotated Bibliography includes references used in the development of the materials. 
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