






































1
Starting Points
What do you envision when you imagine a typical day in your early childhood set-
ting? Perhaps you think about all the activities, both planned and unexpected, in 
which the children are engaged: play, meetings, group times, special events, outdoor 
explorations, and so on. Or perhaps you imagine routines such as arrival, snacktime, 
transitions, rest time, caring for animals or plants, organizing the environment, and 
departure. �ere is so much going on within a rich program that when it comes to 
children’s thinking, questions, and actions, it can be challenging just to decide what 
would be appropriate to document. How do we make these decisions? Why do we 
choose to document one event over another? In this chapter, we will explore possible 
starting points for documentation.

WHAT ARE WE REALLY SEEING?  
THOUGHTS ON THE NATURE OF OBSERVING

Documentation begins with observation. But the word observation is a bit simplis-
tic. When we are documenting children’s learning, we are not simply watching and 
immediately responding with some sort of idea or decision. Rather, we are watching 
and listening with an acute awareness of how young children express their ideas and 
questions. �ese ideas and the ways in which children state or demonstrate them are 
often unorthodox from an adult point of view. So we must learn to listen and see 
in a way that is active and insightful— through a “thinking lens.” Observing with a 
thinking lens means using our knowledge of recent events or experiences within the 
classroom, together with an understanding of a child’s prior knowledge about the 
topic, cultural background, and family experiences, to understand where the child’s 
idea, passion, or action is coming from. In other words, our observations must draw 
upon our relationships with children in order to make decisions.

We ask ourselves, considering all that we know about these children, what it 
is that they are attempting to understand or do. We are trying to arrive at mean-
ing, or the underlying intentions of the children. Re�ecting in this way helps us 
decide what is important to document. �is documentation, in turn, informs our 
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12 Pedagogical Documentation in Early Childhood

classroom practices. We follow a cycle of observation, re�ection, documentation, 
and decision making.

Drawing from Conversations with Children
�e meaning behind a child’s actions is rarely plain. Here are some examples of con-
versations and actions that seem simple on the surface. But when we re�ect on them, 
we �nd that they hold interesting possibilities for the teacher and child’s future work 
together. �ese possibilities might not have been recognized at �rst glance:

 � A classroom toilet over�ows, and the children are both fascinated and worried. 
�ey ask, “Why does it always do that?” �ey look under the sinks to see where the 
pipes go. �ey seem unaware that the toilet tank lid can be removed to see inside. 
But when asked by a teacher, they do know that “pipes take the yucky water away.”

 � During a reading of Knu�e Bunny by Mo Willems, the children notice that the 
backgrounds of the illustrations are produced with photography. �ey discuss 
this method of illustrating, and one child de�nitively states, “Photography is not
an art!” �is leads to many conversations, over days, about what does constitute 
art, and the children’s opinions are varied.

Beginning with Teachers’ Questions
When we hear such comments from children, we often �nd ourselves formulating a 
question. In the cases outlined previously, for instance, our questions were:

 � How do children �nd out about how their homes and cities work? Where do their 
ideas and prior knowledge originate? What opportunities are available for fur-
ther investigation of cleaning up our water? Are the children aware of this issue 
from an environmental point of view (perhaps through their families), or is this 
a practical puzzle about where water goes when it disappears from our homes?

 � What are the children’s thoughts on what constitutes art? Can their ideas about 
art be broadened? How could we do this without leading children toward the 
teachers’ understandings of art? How could we encourage children to form their 
own ideas? Are there opportunities for developing multiple perspectives?

A teacher’s question is a perfect place to begin documenting. A question creates 
the opportunity to frame the documentation as a response to this query— as a way 
of researching the answer. Following is an example showing how documentation 
unfolded in our classroom in response to the children’s thoughts about art. We de-
cided, after re�ection, to pursue the idea of o�ering multiple perspectives of art, 
including using the camera as an art tool. �is seemed to us to be a way of broadening 
children’s knowledge without imposing our own ideas about art.
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Starting Points 13

The children think about the art question during morning 
meeting. Their body language demonstrates their deep 
engagement in this question.

Alternate forms of art— including sculpture and music— were 
offered for consideration. Are these art? The consensus was 
yes. “Somebody made these with tools, but when you take a 
photograph, you just push a button.” This comment from a four- 
year- old clearly explains his point of view: that art involves doing 
something with tools or materials rather than pushing a button. 
Although some adults may not agree with this statement, it 
opens up a door for exploration.
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14 Pedagogical Documentation in Early Childhood

We see through this short piece of documentation taken from a much longer 
whole how the documentation provided a kind of road map for the teachers. At each 
point, we were able to ask ourselves, “How did they respond to this? What does this 
mean?” After this investigation of art media and photography, we felt that the chil-
dren were in a better position to think about art through a wider frame of reference. 
After weeks of investigating varied art media and using cameras in many ways, a 
visit from a photographer was arranged. She told the children, “My camera is my 
paintbrush.” To this the children responded, “Well, maybe photography is an art.”

Cameras are put into the hands of children, and 
a studio is developed for dramatic play. What will 
they photograph? Will creative approaches appear? 
This is an invitation, and we cannot anticipate the 
results. Rather, we watch and wait.
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Starting Points 15

Tracking a Long- Term Project or Shorter- Term Investigation
Whether your children are working on one long- term project or several shorter- term 
investigations, you have many opportunities to track the journey through docu-
mentation. Documentation can help you keep families apprised of what is going 
on within the study and possibly enlist their input. It is important to share the 
documentation with children so they can see all the valuable work they have done, 
witness themselves in action (through video or photographs), and think— aloud, we 
hope!— about what they have discovered and understood, what questions remain 
for them, and what might come next.

Here is an excerpt from a long- term project on the human body that we docu-
mented and regularly shared with the children and their parents:

After observing children’s struggles with 
making a standing human figure out of 
clay, teachers asked them, “Well, how do we 
manage to stand?” The children responded, 
“Muscles and bones!” Thus began a height-
ened interest in how the human body works. 
Many types of research were involved, 
including visits to the school library, where 
the librarian was always able to find appro-
priate books for our children to explore.

At each stage of this 
investigation, teachers 
invited children to draw 
their theories and ideas. 
Slowly, over a period of 
weeks, children added 
body parts to whole- 
body tracings, beginning 
with the skeletal system 
and progressing to 
organs, veins, skin,  
and so on.
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16 Pedagogical Documentation in Early Childhood

Describing a Process
On occasion, you may �nd it necessary or worthwhile to explain to others— perhaps 
parents or student teachers— the processes that are underway in the classroom and 
why these processes are important for young children’s development. For instance, 
do we all understand why cutting and assembling a collage of many bits and pieces 
is often included in early childhood programs? Do we agree that art should be pro-
cess based? Why do we not worry about product? Why do we have morning meetings 
or circle times? And within those large- group meetings, what is happening for the 
children in terms of their social interactions, sharing of ideas, and learning?

Germs became a subject for more 
investigation due to the children’s 
intense interest and their experiences 
with childhood illnesses. Children 
made germs from plastic modeling 
clay and also drew and painted on 
them, making comments such as 
“This is a chicken pox germ” and 
“This is a fever germ,” thus demon-
strating their understanding that spe-
cific germs lead to specific illnesses.

The study of the brain 
became a small project in 
itself. The children pro-
posed theories about how 
brains send messages (“It 
goes down your arm to your 
fingers.”) as well as what a 
brain looks like (“It’s all wig-
gly inside.”). Clay provided 
a way for children to repre-
sent the brain, and teachers 
wrote down their words 
about the “brain’s job.”
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Starting Points 17

�e wonderful thing about these types of re�ections and sharing of rationales is 
that they force us to examine why we do what we do! �rough attempting to explain 
a process to others, many educators have changed their approaches because they 
realize that they have been following an old and perhaps outdated script that they 
inherited or that they no longer feel is valid. Others �nd that yes indeed, they want 
to keep a certain process or approach within their classroom, and within documen-
tation they �nd a way to explain why.

Examining the Children’s Work Itself
Sometimes, even without special conversations, photographs, or notes, a piece of 
work— whether a model, painting, or piece of experimental print— is intriguing in 
itself. We may look at a piece of work by a child and think to ourselves, “�at’s inter-
esting!” or “I wonder what this is about.” And so, the work itself is what leads us to 
more questions, observations, and perhaps follow- up responses.

In what ways might we �nd a piece of work intriguing? Here is a brief example:

K. and the Three Li�le Pigs
When K. joined us in our junior primary classroom at the age of four, she had never 
been in an early childhood program before. She did not speak English, except for a 
few necessary words to get through the day. Of course, she found her �rst weeks of 
school quite challenging, and she spoke very little as she observed what was going on 
around her and absorbed the English language. Although K. played alongside other 
children, we couldn’t have signi�cant conversations with her due to the language 
barrier. However, we did read to her in English— a lot!

One day, immediately after hearing the story of the �ree Little Pigs for about the 
third time, K. went straight to the easel with a purposeful expression on her face. I 
couldn’t interact with her at the time, but I watched from a distance as she painted 
slowly and intentionally. When she seemed to be nearing the end of her painting, I 
approached and examined the work carefully. It was astonishingly detailed. I won-
dered what it was about, so I asked her to tell me.

For a few minutes, K. used the vocabulary from the story reading to explain her 
painting: “�e bad wolf, he is coming. �e one little pig, he run. Here is the straw 
house.” She gestured. “He hu� and pu�. �e two little pig, they run. To the wood 
house. Here it is!” She pointed. “�e bad wolf come and hu� and pu�. �e three 
pig run to the brick house. He hu� and pu� but it no blow down! He fall down the 
chimney and run away.”

�ese words from K. were, for us, a clear indicator that a child learning a second 
language could indeed learn the conventions and vocabulary of a new language from 
repeated storytelling, and that K. certainly understood how the story unfolded. Her 
painting provided the format and the con�dence for retelling the story verbally. 
How did we document this for K. and her family? �is small extraordinary moment 
is shown through documentation here.
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18 Pedagogical Documentation in Early Childhood

TEACHER PROGRESSIONS IN LEARNING TO DOCUMENT

We all come to early childhood education from di�erent backgrounds, with di�erent 
levels of education and varied experiences. So it is not surprising that pedagogical 
documentation is also very varied and that to some extent it re�ects the practitioner 
through the way in which she selects topics, interprets actions, and presents physical 
artifacts.

Carol Anne Wien, my colleague and mentor for many years, has formed a theory 
about how teachers develop as documenters. Like any skill, documentation must be 
learned. It begins with simple steps that progress to an increasingly sophisticated 
practice. Wien suggests that teachers move through the following progressions as 
they learn to document:

1. developing habits of documentation

2. becoming comfortable with public recounting of activities

3. developing visual literacy skills

4. conceptualizing the purpose of documentation as making learning visible

5. sharing visible theories for interpretation purposes and further curriculum 
design (Wien, Guyevskey, and Berdoussis 2011, 4)

Let’s take a look at how these progressions play out within the classroom. Here 
are some examples from my own classroom and from others I have visited.

K. demonstrates a sense of story through 
her painting and dictation, using a begin-
ning, middle, and end as well as charac-
ters and quotes from the old tale of the 
Three Little Pigs. It seems that painting 
the story has become a type of visual 
language for K., one that supports her 
spoken words. While she was working on 
this painting (which took about twenty 
minutes), K. was intensely focused, often 
pausing to think before moving on to the 
next aspect of the work, demonstrating 
her intentionality.
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Starting Points 19

Developing Habits of Documentation
To collect data to use for documentation, we must have an organized and e�cient 
system. Otherwise notes become lost, photos �ll up our cameras’ memory cards, and 
we spend too much valuable time seeking information. We have several options for 
organizing our observations: arranging clipboards around the room, making elec-
tronic notes on a tablet, using sticky notes in a central, easily accessible location, or 
keeping a central logbook to which all members of the team contribute.

Which form of organization we choose as teams or individuals depends in part on 
what suits our dispositions and our levels of neatness. What will it take to get you to 
reach out and �nd a note or photo when you need it? How much space do you have 
on your countertop or desk? Are you the kind of person who needs a note- taking 
method close at hand all the time, or will you walk to another part of the room in 
order to write? �ese seemingly small, practical details matter in the course of a busy 
day. We must make it easy for ourselves to document, or it will not happen.

Becoming Comfortable with Public Recounting of Activities
What is your comfort level with going public? Would you prefer to begin by keeping 
your documentation within the classroom or in a hallway within your center or 
school? Or are you quite con�dent with sharing online, perhaps through a blog? 
�ere are degrees of going public, and you need not share with the wider world if 
you do not feel ready to do so. If your documentation makes a statement about what 
you think is happening and why, it takes con�dence to put such thoughts out there 
in the public domain.
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20 Pedagogical Documentation in Early Childhood

When you share written work, it must, of course, be grammatically correct. Your 
documentation must also be understandable to others. �erefore, it is useful to 
get feedback from a trusted colleague. Can your colleague spot errors in spelling? 
Does your colleague understand the point of the work, or is your colleague reading 
something else into the photos and text that you have provided? Documentation is 
an act of communication. When you go public, you must ensure that the message 
you think you are sending is the message others are receiving.

Developing Visual Literacy Skills
How documentation appears to others is important. It must be appealing enough to 

draw people in without being cluttered. 
Text must be in a size that is readable to 
the observer. Photos must be clear and 
engaging. And above all, the �ow of the 
visual must be logical, so that the reader 
can make sense of what to look at �rst 
and where the eye should travel. For 
instance, in Western cultures, our eyes 
move from top to bottom and left to 
right as we read. Although not all docu-
mentation must be set up in this linear 
fashion, how people are likely to engage 
with the visuals must be considered. In 
chapter 2, a graphic designer will ex-
plain the importance of giving readers 
a “resting place” for their eyes, so that 
a piece is not too visually stimulating.

You can learn visual literacy skills 
from a graphic designer, by reading and studying, or from workshops o�ered in your 
area. In addition, you may �nd inspiration from websites with high- quality docu-
mentation. When you �nd a design that you like, ask yourself why it attracts you. Is 
it because it is visually easy to follow? Is the text meaningful yet easy to understand? 
Is it beautiful to look at? Is it simple and uncluttered? Does it incorporate all of these 
factors? When you’re learning about design, it’s helpful to look at many examples of 
documentation while re�ecting on what does and doesn’t work for you as a reader.

Conceptualizing the Purpose of Documentation  
as Making Learning Visible
Pedagogical documentation is not about making a pretty display or using photo-
graphs that are cute. �ese approaches do not do justice to the child’s thinking, 
curiosity, and competence. Ann Lewin- Benham, in her book Twelve Best Practices 
for Early Childhood Education (2011), reminds us that “documenters’ intentional 

A student teacher’s documentation assignment with events 
thoughtfully connected through a time line.

Stacey, S. (2015). Pedagogical documentation in early childhood : Sharing childrens learning and teachers' thinking. ProQuest Ebook Central <a
         onclick=window.open('http://ebookcentral.proquest.com','_blank') href='http://ebookcentral.proquest.com' target='_blank' style='cursor: pointer;'>http://ebookcentral.proquest.com</a>
Created from cusp-ebooks on 2020-10-19 09:29:17.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

5.
 R

ed
le

af
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



Starting Points 21

recording makes it possible to re�ect on past experiences, to extract meaning, and 
to project the meaning onto future experiences” (108).

Sharing Visible Theories for Interpretation  
Purposes and Further Curriculum Design
Over time, experienced documenters can make visible their theories about chil-
dren’s intentions, about why and how these intentions are meaningful, and about 
the rami�cations of these meanings. In other words, educators can integrate their 
knowledge of children, observations, re�ections, and study of children’s work and 
use this information to plan next steps. In this way, documentation becomes a plan-
ning tool for a rich and responsive curriculum.

INVITATION TO EXPLORE

 � �ink about the children you are currently working with and their play explo-
rations. What questions arise for you about this play? How can you pursue the 
answers to your questions? Choose one question to focus on, and keep notes or 
photographs that pertain to it. Can you assemble these data into a small docu-
mentation panel?

 � Ask someone who is not associated with your children or classroom to take a 
look at your documentation. What does this person take away from the work? Is 
it what you intended?

 � Where would you place yourself in the documentation progressions Wien de-
scribed? What is the next step in your documentation journey? What kinds of 
supports do you need to move forward and deepen your documentation practices?
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2
Design and 
Photography
Whether we are aware of it or not, design a�ects every aspect of our daily lives. In 
subtle ways, design in�uences our everyday decisions, such as what kind of wrap-
ping paper to buy for a special gift, the choices we make when setting up a home, 
the types of logos we are willing to wear on our clothing, and much more. Design is 
everywhere, and it either attracts or repels us.

Of course, one of the goals of pedagogical documentation is to entice viewers to 
explore the documented work further. We want parents and other adults to under-
stand the learning we are attempting to make visible. We want them to read the text 
without becoming distracted, to easily �nd their way through the visual layout, and 
to use the photographs or traces of children’s work to support their understanding of 
the documented event. Of course, it is also important that the children themselves 
be able to �nd their way through the visuals and be able to clearly see what they 
experienced and investigated during the project or moment.

To entice viewers, we need to understand some design basics. �is is true for 
early childhood educators, teacher educators, and administrators alike. I am not a 
graphic designer, so to supply this information, I reached out to Annette Comeau, 
an early childhood educator in Halifax, Nova Scotia. Annette also holds a degree in 
art education and graphic design and is inspired by the practices of Reggio Emilia. 
She visited the Italian preschools in 2007, and here is what she has to say about the 
documentation that she saw there.

Annette Comeau on Italian Documentation

When I looked at the documentation panels on display at the Reggio 
centers in Italy, I found it was important to remember that the work had 
passed through many hands. First, the teachers and pedagogistas had 
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24 Pedagogical Documentation in Early Childhood

APPLYING THESE IDEAS IN NORTH AMERICA

It is unusual in North America to have supports as wonderful as those Annette saw 
in Reggio Emilia. And we cannot simply transplant philosophies and approaches 
from other cultures into our own. �ey may inspire us, but we must reinvent them 
to �t within or supplement our own philosophies and cultures.

We can begin to do this simply but with goals in mind. Annette and I re�ected on 
what initial goals might be in terms of both designing and assembling documenta-
tion. Here, in Annette’s words, are some ideas to consider.

met to interpret and to understand the work of the children. (The term 
pedagogista refers to “a master teacher . . . who works with several schools 
and takes part in dialogue on subjects that range from projects to design, 
parent issues, teacher education, budget, children with special needs, and 
more” [Lewin- Benham 2011, 200].) Then, through discussion and analysis, 
they had distilled the work down to its essence, which was assembled into 
finished panels.

Of course, this kind of collaboration does not occur often in North 
America. So I turned my focus toward small displays created by the teach-
ers and displayed at the children’s level in the classrooms. These displays 
were obviously created by the teachers. I found them to be some of the 
most interesting pieces of documentation.

I saw carefully matted pictures, sculptures in recycled transparent 
boxes, and class books bound in interesting ways. The Reggio teachers 
did not write the children’s names directly on the work but instead created 
typed name tags. Items were matted and hung carefully along with infor-
mation about the work. I noticed individual folders containing children’s 
art and larger folders for storing larger pieces. It was evident that the 
teachers took great care to follow the children’s processes and to create 
an archive of their learning. Each center was equipped with computers, 
printers, and cameras to aid in this archiving process. However, it was 
clear that the teachers were not only creating memories for the children, 
but were also presenting the children’s work back to them for further con-
sideration and discovery.

I found all of this to be very exciting. I felt that these were the types of 
things that my colleagues and I could accomplish in our own classrooms 
if we were careful to treat the children’s work with respect and to display it 
in an artful and thoughtful manner.
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Design and Photography 25

Annette Comeau on Documentation Design and Assembly

To get your feet wet with documentation design, you might try document-
ing a small, interesting moment involving one or two children. For in-
stance, begin by taking four or five photographs. Then, by reflecting upon 
these photos, try to describe the process in writing as well as giving this 
small moment a visual form. Documentation of a large project can involve 
much editing and thought before you even get to the visual presentation. 
This can be overwhelming. But by keeping your first documentation small, 
you can focus mainly on the presentation, the logistics, and the making of 
a documentation panel. You may feel more comfortable working with less 
material. Once you have succeeded with something small, you will gain 
the confidence to move on to a larger project.

Text Design

Keep your text design simple— especially when you are working with the 
typeface in your document. People should notice the photographs and the 
children’s work first, rather than a splashy (bold, underlined, stretched, 
outlined, or otherwise attention- grabbing) typeface. Type effects can be 
tempting, but too much play with the type in documentation interferes 
with the message, is dis-
tracting, and is visually 
tiring. I use a typeface called 
Futura, which is often avail-
able on computers as Cen-
tury Gothic. It is a visually 
simple sans serif typeface. 
In addition, this typeface 
contains the “primary a,” 
which is the type of lower-
case a that children learn to 
print first. I feel that this is important when we are sharing documentation 
with children. I also use specific sizes for titles and headings.  
I do this for visual consistency when I am creating multiple documenta-
tion panels that are meant to be viewed together, or when I am creating 
the pages of a portfolio. I make the main points in a slightly larger font, for 
viewers who have only enough time to browse quickly. I put the fine details 
in a smaller font, for those who really want to read further. 

Photographs

Choose specific, consistent sizes of photographs. For instance, your 
small ones could always be two inches (five centimeters) wide, the larger 
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26 Pedagogical Documentation in Early Childhood

ones always four inches (ten centimeters), and so on. Once again, this 
creates visual consistency over many documentation panels. The size of 
the photographs is also one way to indicate to the viewer how you would 
like them to consider the information that you are presenting. Viewers 
generally see larger images first. Therefore, you can use size to help you 
organize your information. It is helpful to have a key picture that catches 
the viewer’s attention. Sometimes a large photograph presented in the 
right way can set the tone for the whole project. For instance, my coworker 
Jennifer took a wonderful, close- up, detailed photo of a snail, which we 
enlarged and put on the wall. It set the tone for our whole project and the 
documentation panels describing the project. Ask yourself, “What is the 
key moment or moments that really tell what happened? How can I show 
this?” When people view a wonderful photograph, they tend to say, “Wow, 
that’s really neat! What’s going on here?” and then they look at your 
documentation more closely. All documentation should allow the viewer 
to experience it on different levels— from a quick reading of the large titles 
and images to a careful consideration of the more detailed descriptions 
presented in smaller images and text. This type of organization is called a 
hierarchy of information.

White Space

White space gives the viewer’s eye somewhere to rest. This is why pictures 
are not all hung close together in art galleries. In documentation, leave 
margins between the text and the page edge, and space between photos 
and text. Remember that documentation is not scrapbooking. Decoration 
is not necessary. In fact, it detracts from the children’s work. Let the chil-
dren’s work shine. You might use your word- processing software to justify 
blocks of text in order to create a “clean” effect.

Big Projects

How do you handle a big project that spans several months? You’re going 
to have to start out by looking at everything— all the notes you’ve jotted, 
photos you’ve taken, and traces of children’s work you’ve saved. But re-
member that you can’t include everything in the documentation, because 
it will be too cumbersome and daunting, and few people will take the 
time to read it. So you have to make some decisions. What do you want 
people to know about this project? One way to begin is to put away all 
your notes and pictures and just tell someone— perhaps a colleague— the 
story of what happened: “First we did this, we responded with that, and 
then the children did this.” By simply telling the story, you are making a 
road map for yourself and creating simple signposts to follow. You can 
expand on these ideas later when you have a clear understanding of the 
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Design and Photography 27

whole project. Think about the signposts you mentioned when telling your 
story. You can hang information onto each one. What should go with these 
images and ideas? By the time you are ready to create a documentation 
panel, you will have distilled the project down to its essence.

Practical Tips for Assembling Documentation by Hand

• When creating text for panels or when creating matted art, I use text 
boxes created in my word- processing program. The computer does the 
centering and makes everything straight for cutting and mounting. I 
can cut easily along the lines of the box in which the text is contained.

• When I cut, I use a utility knife called an X- Acto knife and a metal ruler. 
I use the ruler to hold 
my knife steady and to 
cut a straight line. I find 
that scissors aren’t very 
accurate. It is difficult to 
cut a true straight line 
with scissors. A really 
good knife works better 
and with some practice 
is much faster. The knife 
must be sharp.

• A cutting mat with a grid 
is very useful. Its grid-
lines help me keep things 
square. The mat also grips 
the paper somewhat, 
which helps with neat, 
safe cutting.

• I use a right triangle and 
a long ruler to keep items 
straight and square to the 
edges of the board.  
A T- square is another 
option, but a triangle is 
helpful for placing things 
on an angle. I use light 
pencil marks for place-
ment guidance.
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28 Pedagogical Documentation in Early Childhood

Annette’s design advice may seem like a daunting amount of information to con-
sider, especially if you are new to documentation. But learning to create documen-
tation is like any other new activity; it gets easier with practice. When our tools are 
organized and accessible and when we have practiced on small pieces, documen-
tation becomes an enjoyable and engaging experience— a creative and thoughtful 
process that validates the work of both children and adults.

PLANNING TIPS

 � �ink about the data (notes, photos, and work samples) that you have at hand. 
What format would best suit this information? Horizontal (landscape) or vertical 
(portrait) orientation? Should you place text to the side of the photographs or 
underneath them? Lay out your work without gluing at �rst, so you can consider 
the e�ect. Is it what you intended?

 � As you begin to prepare the text, think about font size. To make a decision about 
font size, you need to know where you will be using the documentation. How 
close will the viewer be to the work? If viewers will be standing back (viewing 
a wall- mounted display, for example), then the text will need to be quite large 
and simple (sixteen to eighteen points minimum, and about thirty- six points for 
headings). A smaller font might be manageable for close- up viewing, such as in 
a logbook or portfolio.

 � On what kind of surface will you mount the work? Foam board? Bristol board? Or 
will you be attaching the work and photos to a line with bulldog clips or clothes-
pins? If you’re mounting the work, think about the type of adhesive that would 
be most appropriate. Liquid glue tends to seep through paper, and excess glue 
causes wrinkling. Spray adhesive is very e�ective and allows for repositioning. It 
needs to be used in a well- ventilated space. Double- sided tape can be useful but 
is often needed in great quantities and can become expensive.

A FEW THOUGHTS ABOUT PHOTOGRAPHY

Before we take photos of children to use within documentation, let’s pause to think 
about what we are trying to achieve. We all have slightly di�erent goals. Yet we 
also have one overall goal in common: we want people to understand the thinking, 
learning, and ideas behind the children’s actions. �e photographs we take should 
support that goal.

Sometimes, we take a special photo that captures a wonderful aha moment in a 
child’s exploration. �at one photograph almost says it all. It needs only a little text 
to complete the viewer’s understanding.
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Design and Photography 29

In other instances, we need a whole series of photos in order to show how an in-
vestigation unfolded. And sometimes just three or four images can clearly illustrate 
a big investigation.

Re�ection is a key part of the documentation process. When we carefully exam-
ine our images and discuss them with team members before placing them onto a 
documentation panel, we are forced not only to articulate what happened and how 
but also to think about which photographs best explain the child’s process. Which 
images successfully carry the story forward in an understandable way? What ques-
tions arise for teachers while viewing these photographs, and what kind of inquiry
will lead us to the answers to these questions?

Photo Quality
Using digital devices and applications with which we can edit the photos we’ve taken 
makes it easier than ever to produce images that are clear and close- up and that 
capture the action in a busy classroom. �e cameras on smartphones, for instance, 
are often able to compensate for such challenges as low light and fast action. A tablet 
may not take still photos as crisp as those from a digital camera but may capture 
beautiful video clips. And if we have digital single- lens re�ex (DSLR) cameras on 
hand, then we can produce almost professional- quality photos.

�e quality of photos is so important. Why? Let’s remember that we are not 
photographing cute events or poses. We are trying to capture learning in action, the 
beauty of a child’s artwork, the thinking, experimentation, and ideas behind chil-
dren’s inquiries, or an aha moment that is expressed— just for a second— on a child’s 
face. Here are some examples. In taking these photographs, the photographer tried 
to zero in on the action within the event and the facial expressions that broadcast 
children’s feelings or thinking.

A moment of discovery: S. finds a 
letter from her name. The children 
had been using magnetic letters 
on a metal board. S. experienced a 
moment of delight—clearly shown 
in this photograph—when she 
recognized an a as being a part of 
her name. Since most children at 
this time were focused on the first 
letters of their names, this was a 
significant event for her. She real-
ized that words are made of several 
letters, all of them important.
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30 Pedagogical Documentation in Early Childhood

Hands at work: Using string and wire to hold 
objects together was a new challenge for most 
of our children, yet one that they were very 
interested in taking on. Genevieve’s concen-
tration and care is evident in this photograph. 
The challenge was so engaging that rather 
than frustrating Genevieve, it produced 
determination. 

Inquiry in action: Access to magnifying 
glasses has resulted in children looking 
more closely at everything in their environ-
ment. This close observation is an import-
ant aspect of figuring out how things work. 
Everything from the natural world to the fine 
differences within printed words is import-
ant to the children these days, as they learn 
how to look and to see more closely. 

Close- ups of hands in action are often important 
to include when projects or investigations include 
actions upon or with materials. 

�is photo demonstrates how children are using this new tool. It appeared in our 
daily logbook, but it also facilitates teachers’ thinking about how children see details 
in the world around them.
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Archiving children’s art: In the studio area of the 
classroom, we were working on building artwork 
over several days. For instance, we made watercolor 
backgrounds of the savannah and together thought 
about what else the children might want to add on 
top of their backgrounds, rather than considering 
their paintings finished. Some children chose to add 
animals, while others chose trees that seemed to be 
leaning in the wind. Slowing down during artwork 
resulted in more intentional paintings by most  
children.  
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Some Practical Tips
According to people who take professional photographs of children, we must pay 
attention to three main practical aspects of photography:

1. Lighting: While a good �ash will compensate for an underlit room, there is 
nothing quite as beautiful as natural light, especially if it is illuminating the 
subject from a unique angle. Outdoors, of course, natural light is easy to 
come by. Yet outdoors, we must be careful that the children are not backlit, 
that is, positioned with sunlight behind them. Backlighting throws the chil-
dren into shadow, obscuring the details of the children themselves.

2. Composition: While we certainly do not want posed photos for documen-
tation purposes, we should try to eliminate background clutter, which may 
be distracting. Fortunately, most of us have some sort of editing tool on our 
computers, so that we can crop to our heart’s content. With your cropping 
tool, you can often eliminate a messy shelf alongside a child, or a friend who 
is playing to the camera and distracting attention from the child or work 
that is really the focus of the image.

3. Distance: Get closer! Adults tend to make a common mistake when photo-
graphing children: we stand too far away. Perhaps we don’t want to intrude 
on the children’s play, or perhaps children tend to stop and pose if they 
notice us. Instead, we should use a telephoto lens or the zoom function on 
a smartphone. A photograph of a child in action is so much more e�ective 

when taken at close range. We 
must also take care to get down to 
the children’s level. Photographs 
of the tops of children’s heads are 
of no use. What we really want 
to emphasize is their hands and 
their work. �is photograph, for 
instance, is close enough to show 
that the child is learning to sew, 
and it captures the look of concen-
tration on his face.
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A FINAL WORD: THE IMPORTANCE  
OF NAMING DOCUMENTATION

Titles matter. �ey give a clue as to what the reader is about to experience. And if 
titles are somewhat creative, they can be delightful, intriguing, thought provoking, 
and inviting. �e tone of the title leads the reader into the work. For instance, in-
stead of “Exploring Sand,” use something like “�e Fascination of Sand: Exploring 
Wet and Dry Materials.” Or rather than “Our Community Partners,” use “Reaching 
Out to the Community: Collaboration in Action.”

Often, a quote from a child can provide a wonderful title. We just have to listen 
and consider: What is the core of this piece? How can it best be described? How can 
we illuminate the children’s work?

INVITATION TO EXPLORE

 � Of the photographs within this chapter, which one speaks most clearly to you? 
What does it say? How does it convey this message?

 � With a digital camera, take �ve photographs of the same play from di�erent per-
spectives. (If you are a student teacher in an adult learning environment, photo-
graph other students using loose parts— those collections of interesting bits and 
pieces that are open- ended and therefore can be used in many ways.) Re�ect upon 
the photographs afterward. If you had to choose one photo for documentation 
purposes, which would it be, and why?

 � Using your photos, lay out a documentation panel with text. Do not glue down 
your pieces, but try moving them around to see what e�ects di�erent arrange-
ments have on the whole.

 � Consider a suitable title for your documentation piece. How does your title en-
capsulate what is happening within the panel?
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3
The Chocolate 
Project
When you’re developing any skill, it’s often helpful to re�ect upon the work of others 
who’ve gone through the process before you. �rough viewing several di�erent types 
of documentation from varied settings, you are likely to �nd an example that speaks 
to you and inspires you. You will see over the next few chapters that there are many 
ways to approach pedagogical documentation. How you choose to document chil-
dren’s thinking, play, and learning will depend on your own experiences, your comfort 
level, the work you want to document and the questions that arise for you out of this 
work, the children themselves, and the time and supports that you have available.

In this chapter, we will examine a project that lasted several weeks in the 
junior primary classroom (composed of four-  and �ve- year- olds) at Halifax Grammar 
School, where I was the primary coordinator as well as a classroom teacher. �rough 
examining and re�ecting on this long- term project, we will see which items teachers 
chose for large documentation panels, how they presented the items, and the text 
that was written to explain the work. We will also see which items teachers chose 
from this project for individual portfolios. Why did they use these items in these 
ways, and how did they make these decisions?

FROM POTIONS TO CHOCOLATE

Let’s begin this journey with a little background. �e seventeen four-  and �ve- year- 
old children and three sta� in our junior primary classroom were sometimes joined 
by practicum students in their �rst or second year of study at the Nova Scotia College 
of Early Childhood Education. We were always delighted to welcome these students. 
�ey added enthusiasm and new ideas to our own thinking. And they helped us in 
another important way, too. When we are working on emergent curriculum with 
student teachers, we have a responsibility to articulate our thinking out loud; this is a 
great way to further our own development. While working with student teachers, we 
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36 Pedagogical Documentation in Early Childhood

are in a heightened state of re�ection. We know that we can’t assume anything about 
what the students see and understand. We know we must make all our knowledge 
and thinking explicit for their sakes. Documentation helps us with the process of 
making the teachers’ thinking— as well as the children’s— visible to others.

�e Chocolate Project did not begin with 
chocolate. It began with “potions.” For two 
or three weeks, we had been observing the 
children’s fascination with mixing anything 
that was available— soil and water, corn-
starch, colors (with pipettes). �ey baked 
many kinds of materials, and they made 
playdough. Some mixtures �zzed, others cre-
ated wonderful color swirls, and still others 
separated out into layers. �e children called 
their mixtures potions, and their experimen-
tation went on for weeks. If it was mixable, 
the children mixed it.
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The Chocolate Project 37

During this time, our student teacher Blair was also watching the children closely. 
One day she provided several spices as well as powders such as cocoa and mustard 
for the children to mix in small quantities. Blair wondered if the addition of scent 
to the children’s potions would make a di�erence in the children’s experimentation. 
Were they interested in what they were making? Or was this entirely about the 
mixing process?

Blair and I photographed and wrote constantly as the investigation unfolded. 
Following are several photos of what happened, with explanations. Later, you will 
see which photos we chose to use for documentation purposes and how we later put 
all of these together into a series of panels, along with a rationale for why and how 
we made these decisions.

�ese are the materi-
als o�ered by Blair as an 
invitation during play. 
After guessing what each 
cup contained, the chil-
dren then chose what to 
use and mixed their own 
potions. We took dozens 
of photographs like this 
one, accompanied by notes 
about the children’s con-
versations as they worked.
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38 Pedagogical Documentation in Early Childhood

�e children returned to mixing cocoa 
over and over again. �ey constantly com-
mented on the smell. At this time, Blair 
casually remarked that cocoa comes from 
trees. �e children reacted with disbelief, 
telling us, “No, it comes from the store!” We 
teachers asked ourselves, “What can we o�er 
as an exploration or invitation to expand 
the children’s knowledge of where cocoa and 
chocolate come from?”

It proved to be impos-
sible to have a hands- on 
experience with cacao 
pods, since the nearest 
place they grow is in Mex-
ico, and we could not �nd 
an importer who had the 
whole pod. However, we 
did �nd a child- narrated 
video set within the rain 
forest of Costa Rica that 
explained cocoa and choc-
olate production, with a 
young child demonstrat-
ing the whole process. Also, after a long search, we were able to �nd a few cacao 
beans in a nearby co�ee-  and chocolate- roasting facility and some cacao nibs (which 

come from the inside of the bean) in the organic 
section of a grocery store. �e children drew these 
items, smelled them, and played with them in the 
dramatic play area. Upon re�ection, we realized that 
the children still did not associate these items with 
chocolate, even though many books had been pro-
vided for their research and we had engaged in lots 
of discussions. �ey needed further experiences in 
order to make the connection.
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The Chocolate Project 39

Since the children knew from the video that cacao nibs must be crushed before 
they can be used, we provided mortars and pestles for them to try crushing nibs in 
the dramatic play area. �ey spent days working on this. It was di�cult work, but 
the children were motivated, since they wanted to bake with the resulting powder. 
We heard such comments as “�is is hard work!” and “My arm is aching!” yet no one 
wanted to give up. For teachers, this is a testament to the hard work that children 
are willing to do when they are intrigued with a process.

During this time, we constantly reviewed what had happened through photogra-
phy that we shared with the children. At one morning meeting, the children put the 
photos of their investigation 
into chronological order. Since 
we had no cacao pod, we used a 
football as a stand- in because it 
was the same shape as a cacao 
pod— an idea that came from 
the children.
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40 Pedagogical Documentation in Early Childhood

Gradually, the children began referring to the dramatic play area as their choco-
late factory. �e teachers wondered how the children could make a stand- alone choc-
olate factory, and if they were interested in such a challenge. We o�ered an invitation 
consisting of an assortment of technical odds and ends, general loose parts, and a 
supporting framework on which to build. Some children took up this invitation with 
great enthusiasm and worked on this structure for several days.

A problem occurred when the children tried to send nibs down the chute into 
the “grinding part.” Everything bounced back out of the “catching container”! After 
some experimentation, two girls working together �gured out that a piece of net-
ting could prevent the nibs from bouncing back out of the container. �ey took a 
whole morning playtime to �gure this out, and they did it completely independently. 
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The Chocolate Project 41

�e availability of a piece of netting on the studio shelves demonstrated the value of 
odds and ends and loose parts as a support for children’s experimentation, problem 
solving, and learning.

Construction of the chocolate factory continued for two weeks. As the children 
devised di�erent “machinery,” we encouraged them to explain how the machinery 
worked and to draw the process of how the beans became chocolate going through 
the machine. We added small labels that the children dictated, such as “the crush-
ing part” or the “pouring part.” �is work 
demonstrated the children’s theories— both 
what they had understood from the books 
we had read and their viewing of the video. 
�ey were very clear, based on their own ex-
periences crushing nibs, that the chocolate 
factory had to have a crushing part.

�e children shared their completed 
chocolate factory with the school commu-
nity by placing it on a small table outside 
our classroom. Families, older students, 
and other teachers stopped by to look. A 
frequent comment from older children was 
“How come we didn’t get to do this when we
were in junior primary?”
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42 Pedagogical Documentation in Early Childhood

DECIDING WHAT TO DOCUMENT

From the hundred or so photographs that we took during this project, we naturally 
had to make some choices about which ones we would use in our documentation. 
Here are some considerations that we kept in mind while making these choices:

 � Which photographs show best how the project developed over time?

 � What were the teachers’ re�ections and questions, and how can these be made 
visible through photography and text?

 � Which photos demonstrate the children’s thinking, ideas, and problem solving?

 � How much wall space do we have available?

 � For whom is this documentation intended? �e children? Families? Other teach-
ers? All of these? What di�erence does audience make in regard to our photo 
choices?

 � What about the quality of the photographs? Are the ones under consideration 
sharp enough? Close enough? Do they really show what we want to show?

 � How much room do we have available for text?

 � Do we have permission from families to use the photographs we’ve chosen?

�e number of panels in our documentation was limited by wall space— a common 
challenge in early childhood classrooms. We reminded ourselves that the chocolate 
factory itself was a piece of documentation, as were the photos we’d chosen for the 
children’s portfolios. We realized that we could eliminate these photos as well as those 
meant to show the chocolate factory’s construction from the documentation panels.

Our classroom had only a few small wall spaces available at this time, due to the 
placement of windows, doors, cubbies, and storage units. Since these wall spaces 
were already in use for other recent documentation, our new panels had to be placed 

in the hallway outside the classroom on 
a fairly small bulletin board. Although 
this location o�ered exposure to the 
whole school community, it limited our 
ability to show the big picture. So we 
focused on the core “landmarks” of the 
project. Here are the �nal photo choices 
we made for the documentation panels, 
with explanations.

�ese photographs were chosen 
for their close- up views of the details 
of mixing, which is where the project 
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The Chocolate Project 43

began. �e text explains this beginning 
phase to set a context for how the work 
evolved. It is clear in one of the photo-
graphs that the children think cocoa is 
the most interesting powder. We mounted 
the photographs and text on brown con-
struction paper, which provides a frame 
for the documentation, and we hung them 
in a simple horizontal line for easy viewing 
by the reader. �e text is in sixteen- point 
Comic Sans, one of the few typefaces that 
uses the primary a. (We use Comic Sans 
often, for the bene�t of the young children 
in our classroom who are just beginning  
to read.)

In this documentation text, we describe 
the puzzle of how to sca�old the children’s 
learning about chocolate. Although this 
panel may seem wordy, it is as brief as we 
could make it while enabling the reader 
to understand the teachers’ challenges in 
terms of what to do next. �e text men-
tions community support for our next 
steps (the wide hunt for real cacao beans) 
and the age- appropriate video. We included 
this information to make visible the teach-
ers’ commitment and e�ort. �e activities are inten-
tional, carefully thought through, and as child- centered 
as we could make them.

�e discovery of real cacao nibs moved our project for-
ward signi�cantly, so the introduction of this material 
seemed important to document. �e children used the 
cacao nibs in many ways, and the photographs chosen for 
documentation give a little taste of their experiences. �e 
text explains further, and it links the activities and the 
children’s words as they worked.

Each day throughout the project, the children and 
teachers reviewed the previous day’s work by exam-
ining photos, either printed on paper or enlarged on a 
laptop. In this way, the children were able to remember 
their work and expand on their ideas. Teachers had the  
opportunity to ask further questions to either clarify 
what the children were saying or help the children expand 
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44 Pedagogical Documentation in Early Childhood

their thinking. One photograph on this panel shows the children’s version of how 
the project had evolved so far; they put the photos in order and numbered them. 
(Note that the children numbered from right to left instead of left to right.) �e 
next photograph is an important one. It moves the project from one phase (mixing, 
grinding, and baking with cacao nibs) to the next (construction of the chocolate 
factory). With limited space available, this seemed like a good place to pause. We 
displayed the next set of documentation pieces separately from the rest, as well as 
in individual children’s portfolios.

We mounted the following two photographs and the next two separately from 
the preceding panels, with a description of what the children were trying to do (send 
nibs down the chute into a receptacle) and the ensuing problems (the nibs bounced 
out of the receptacle and onto the �oor), as well as the solution (netting), which 
took considerable time and e�ort to reach. We chose to make a separate story of this 
episode due to the considerable e�orts of two girls who solved the problem collabo-
ratively. We also placed these photographs in their individual portfolios, along with 
a description of the trial and error that took place. When it was time to meet with 
families later in the year, we pointed to this episode as an example of cooperation, 
problem solving, and creative thinking.
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The Chocolate Project 45

We documented another small episode separately, too. We made this decision be-
cause the main story was already complete. �e children knew that we would eventu-
ally have to return the cacao beans we had borrowed from Just Us! Café in Wolfville, 
Nova Scotia. �ey were part of a display in the company’s chocolate- production area, 
and Frank, our contact there, had generously o�ered to mail them to us to use for a 
short time. But the children were enjoying using the beans as a dramatic play prop. 
How could we preserve their play experiences when the beans went back home?

Since the children had originally enjoyed mixing so much, we o�ered them a 
chance to do more mixing by making modeling dough and then forming it into 
the shape of cacao beans for their own 
use during play. �e children took up this 
invitation enthusiastically, and we photo-
graphed and commented on it in writing.

We shared the adjoining photograph, 
along with an explanation, in the logbook 
that sits outside our classroom. �is book 
o�ers shorter pieces of documentation for 
families to read quickly when they pick up 
their children at the end of the day. Since 
they are usually in a hurry at this time of 
day, the logbook o�ers a starting point for 
conversations on the way home. �is is a 
beloved part of the parents’ and children’s 
days— to look through the logbook, see 
one or two samples of things that happened that day, and chat with their children 
about the latest investigation. Although these pieces are not as re�ective in tone as 
a fuller piece of documentation, they are still important for the following reasons:

 � New logbook entries appear daily, o�ering a continuous �ow of information to 
families and helping them keep up with changing events from day to day.

 � �ey provide for constant communication between teachers, children, and fami-
lies. �e children enthusiastically explain the photos to their families.

 � Older children, including alumni from our classroom, love to glance at the book 
while passing by, thereby keeping us in touch with the rest of the school.

 � Small moments or shorter- term explorations are easy to represent in this format.
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46 Pedagogical Documentation in Early Childhood

Once the children had drawn and modeled the beans, they were packaged up, 
ready to be mailed to the roastery. But we did not know the address. What should 
we do? �ese four- year- olds had a simple solution: “Just Google it!” And so we did. 
�ey helped me search online for the roastery, dictate a letter of thanks to Frank, 
and mail the package.

As well as being a part of the overall story, we felt that this work demonstrated 
children’s ideas about how to communicate in writing, where to get information, and 
how we use conventional (“snail”) mail. We also discussed the importance of thank-
ing community partners for their contribution to our investigation. �is vignette 
was of great interest to families since the children talked about Frank (our contact) 
at home, even though they had never met him.

Our chocolate factory project shows how teachers can document and share a 
long- term investigation in many di�erent ways. But what about shorter investiga-
tions or small yet special moments? �ese occur constantly in a richly provisioned 
environment. In the next chapter, we will take a look at several such investigations 
and moments and how the teachers documented them.
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The Chocolate Project 47

INVITATION TO EXPLORE

 � After reading the account of the two girls who solved the problem of beans bounc-
ing away, imagine making a documentation piece about just this event. What 
would the title be? How does your title encapsulate the challenge and draw people 
in to read further?

 � Here are two photographs from this project, both 
showing the grinding of cacao nibs with mortars 
and pestles. If you had to choose one to demon-
strate the e�ort involved in grinding, which one 
would it be, and why? 
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4
Documenting 
Extraordinary 
Moments and Short 
Explorations
THOSE SPECIAL MOMENTS

If you have worked in early childhood education for any length of time, you know 
that special moments occur throughout the day, every day, with young children. 
What do these moments look like? Here are some examples from my own experi-
ences as well as from those of colleagues around North America:

 � A toddler demonstrates making a connection between an illustration in a book 
and a real- life object by placing the object next to the illustration and showing 
it to you.

 � After hearing an account of a distressed bird �ying into a windowpane, a preschool 
child quietly goes o� to construct tall buildings with windows in the block area.

 � A child who is emerging into literacy begins to make written signs to share infor-
mation with other children.

In addition to extraordinary moments, early childhood educators also regularly 
see short- term investigations and experiences. Here are a few examples:

 � A classroom pet dies, and over a two- day period, a group of children creates a 
grave in the outdoor play space and buries the pet.

49
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50 Pedagogical Documentation in Early Childhood

 � Over a period of one week, two boys invent a game around the di�cult task of 
making a ball land and stay on a narrow ledge.

 � A sudden explosion of experimental print occurs in the classroom, with children 
using many strategies to write words or represent written language in other ways.

 � �e addition of a stu�ed real owl to the classroom creates a �urry of interest in 
birds, and a short investigation emerges.

 � A royal wedding generates huge interest from the girls in the classroom, and it 
gradually draws in the boys.

When the investigation or experience is short, then teachers can document it in 
a small, brief way. Whether mounted on a quarter- sheet of Bristol board or on heavy 
paper, documentation for special moments and short explorations can be quickly 
and simply produced. However, such documentation should still address the mean-
ing behind the moments with carefully considered photography and text. And simple 
moments may still generate complex questions for teachers to pursue. Following are 
some examples of documentation of extraordinary moments and short explorations. 
Each example presents the documentation �rst, followed by text explaining how the 
documentation came about and/or how the piece was eventually used.

Poor Bird
At morning meeting today, we 
read a story about a bird that flew 
into a high- rise window and fell to 
the ground, stunned. The children 
were greatly concerned about 
this idea, and we discussed at 
some length how and why birds 
sometimes do this. During the 
following play period, we noticed 
a child building with interlocking 
cubes and then adding window 
tiles to her building. A teacher 
quietly placed the book next to 
the child. She glanced at the 
illustrations from time to time, 
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Documenting Extraordinary Moments and Short Explorations 51

Due to the children’s overall interest in birds, and in particular the fallen bird, we 
took this piece of documentation back to the children at our morning meeting for 
further discussion. �e discussion seemed to help the children re�ect on what had 
happened to the bird in the story and why it happened. �e bird survived, and they 
seemed relieved by that. “It’ll be okay. It was just knocked out for a bit,” they said. 
In addition, we were able to clarify that sometimes a transparent window can re�ect 
like a mirror. �e teachers began to think about ways for children to experiment 
with this concept at the science table and at our light table. In this way, the birds- 
and- buildings exploration generated a short investigation of light and re�ection.

eventually retelling the story aloud in her own words. The next day, other 
children joined in this building activity. They appeared to be confused 
about whether the story had contained windows or mirrors, so we offered 
mirrors on which to build, which helped clarify the difference between 
windows and mirrors. We wonder if this investigation of building was an 
expression of sympathy for the bird, and we wonder how we can pursue 
this question further.
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52 Pedagogical Documentation in Early Childhood

We printed two copies of this documentation and placed one in each child’s port-
folio. We also e- mailed it to one child’s mother, who was comforted to see her daugh-
ter interacting with other children after a shy and tentative beginning at school.

A Moment of Friendship
This friendly moment occurred in the writing area, as children experimented with print. 
Since it is early in the semester, we are watching for signs of connections between children 
as they form new relationships. In this case, 
printing alongside each other provided a 
shared experience. Both children have an S 
in their name, and they discovered this while 
watching each other print their names. This 
moment demonstrates for us the power of 
shared experiences— the delight in discovering 
something with a partner, finding a connec-
tion, and being together in that moment. We 
will continue to search for ways for children to 
work together.

Stacey, S. (2015). Pedagogical documentation in early childhood : Sharing children’s learning and teachers' thinking. ProQuest Ebook Central <a
         onclick=window.open('http://ebookcentral.proquest.com','_blank') href='http://ebookcentral.proquest.com' target='_blank' style='cursor: pointer;'>http://ebookcentral.proquest.com</a>
Created from cusp-ebooks on 2020-10-19 09:58:56.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

5.
 R

ed
le

af
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



Documenting Extraordinary Moments and Short Explorations 53

At our morning meeting, we shared this documentation with all the children, who 
later joined in with this game during outdoor time. A. and S. were visibly pleased 
and proud of having made up such an intriguing game. We placed this documenta-
tion piece in each child’s portfolio and in the daily log, where the boys’ parents saw 
it and subsequently heard their children’s explanations.

An Invented Game
A. and S. were drawn to each other, despite some language challenges 
that occasionally created misunderstandings. On this morning, S. was 
playing with a ball against a wall, when to his surprise, it suddenly became 
stuck on a narrow ledge. A. thought that this was fascinating, and the two 
boys spent the whole of their outdoor time over several days collaborating 
in trying to make this happen again and again— often succeeding! This 
game needed no spoken language, only imagination and persistence; we 
might call it the language of play.
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54 Pedagogical Documentation in Early Childhood

Visions of a Stormy Day
After reading The Rainy Day by Anna Milbourne and Sarah Gill on a particularly stormy day in Nova  
Scotia, several children went to the easel during playtime and represented their ideas of a stormy day. 
This response was quite spontaneous, which led us to think about the many ways in which children 
absorb knowledge about their world and then represent their understanding through many “languages.” 
The children’s paintings give varied representations of the concept of a storm. In the photo on the top 
left, the darkness of the whole is striking. The child needed to mix black and white in several ways to get 
this effect. The other photos demonstrate another child’s thinking about how a storm develops; the child 
added gray raindrops to the clouds and a sprinkling of dripping paint to represent rain falling onto the 
ground. We see connected understandings of this event demonstrated in two completely different ways. 
These ten minutes at the easel remind us to watch carefully, since children often show us their under-
standings of the world around them without using words.
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Documenting Extraordinary Moments and Short Explorations 55

We mounted these paintings onto larger paper that served as a frame. We dis-
cussed them at our morning meeting, and then we hung them in the studio area 
at the children’s eye level. Easel watching has since become an important form of 
observation for our team, as paintings produced there often represent children’s 
thoughts about what they have recently seen or heard.

A Spatial Problem
The teachers placed a giant sunflower next to the easel, with no com-
ment, as a provocation. Children had recently begun to create represen-
tational drawings and paintings, and we wondered how they would react 
to this enormous flower. M. immediately came over and began to paint. 
Since the flower was to his right, he began painting on that side of his 
paper, but he quickly ran out 
of space as he tried to paint 
the curve of the huge flower’s 
stem. He paused and stared at 
his paper for some time, then 
looked around the room for a 
teacher. He explained the prob-
lem: “There’s no more room!” 
The teacher responded, “Well, 
what could we do?” M. soon 
came up with the idea of taping 
more paper to the right side of 
the existing sheet. The teacher 
helped with this, and M. con-
tinued painting happily.

We shared this painting with the children at our morning meeting, along with 
paintings by other children, as a way of engaging in collaborative problem solving. 
What do we do when our paper is too small? What is just the right size for what 
we want to paint? Our small studio space eventually displayed a whole gallery of 
sun�ower paintings.
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56 Pedagogical Documentation in Early Childhood

D. meets the owl for the first time. Its feathers 
seem to invite touching. All the children eventually 
noticed the intricate pattern on the feathers. Their 
prior knowledge became evident, since the children 
understood that this pattern was part of the owl’s 
camouflage. We offered many ways for children to 
make representations of the bird: paint, clay, pencil, 
and so on.

The children’s first paintings of the owl. We 
noticed that these paintings all follow the same 
schema, or way to paint an owl, rather than repre-
senting what the owl actually looks like.  
We therefore decided to offer different drawing ma-
terials, beginning with fine black markers.

The children’s later drawings of the owl, as we ex-
amined it more closely (including with a magnifying 
glass). These drawings show much more intricate 
detail. We noticed that the children slowed down 
considerably when making these drawings. This 
reminded us of how powerfully the drawing tools 
affect how and what children draw.
Other media for representing birds included  
modeling clay. It is interesting to see that the use of 
modeling clay results in a two- dimensional bird with 
feathers radiating from a central space but no defined 
body. What meaning can we make of this? Are the 
wings the most 
important aspect 
of the bird for the 
child?

Investigating Birds
�is investigation was short- lived (about two weeks) but quite intense in terms of 
the children’s representations. It began when the children noticed birds coming to 
the feeder outside our classroom windows. We wondered together how we could 
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Documenting Extraordinary Moments and Short Explorations 57

help the birds through the harsh winter. After creating many kinds of bird feeders, 
the children began talking of what they knew about birds in general. We supported 
this interest by providing many kinds of experiences, but the addition of a stu�ed 
real owl as a provocation really moved the investigation to another level. Here is a 
sampling of our quick and simple documentation around this investigation.

We placed this documentation in our logbook daily. We also placed it on walls 
for the children to comment on. As you see on the previous page, we placed the owl 
paintings on an unused chalkboard with a brief note from a teacher, which simply 
states what happened �rst: “�ere is an owl in our classroom!” �e children thought 
this comment was quite funny and often repeated the phrase.

The Hundred Steps Meadow 
�e following documentation was created by Sandra Floyd, an educator at Epiphany 
Early Learning Preschool in Seattle, Washington.
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October 3, 2012
Today we took a walking field trip over to the meadow. We had made regular trips this last summer to this 
special place, but not since the beginning of the school year. Last week I brought it up again, and because 
the weather has been so nice, we all decided it 
would be a good place to revisit. We would love 
to make this place a regular part of our classroom 
life, visiting each week regardless of weather, and 
fold this piece of land into our curriculum.

What I think is so amazing about this place is 
that it holds almost every aspect of our image of 
the child. You may remember that at our new par-
ent orientation night, we opened with an activity 
that got at this concept. Each parent told a story 
about a special childhood memory, and then we 
all talked about why it resonated with him or her. 
A lot of the answers had the same themes as how 
we here at Epiphany hold our image of children 
and how we think children learn best: risk taking, 
a sense of being unsupervised, returning to the same place, being free, mastering a game or toy, being 
independent, feeling strong, or feeling competent. We hold the belief that children learn through self- 
initiated play and discovery.

At the meadow there are opportunities at 
every turn for the kids to play hard and strong. 
The wide- open space allows them to run fast for 
a good stretch. They can stop in the middle of 
a wide- open space or plunge into the trees and 
hide. I love how they will run so far and fast that I 
can’t hear their conversation. This is a great way 
to have the feeling of being unsupervised (while 
being supervised) and feeling free and trusted to 
run out of earshot of your teachers.

Other ways the kids are playing hard and 
strong are on the big hills and with the sticks. We 
have sticks on our play yard, but sticks you find 
in the woods are different; they simply are better. 
At first the teachers were unsure if this hard 

full-body play should be accompanied by sticks, but we felt that we had to let go of that fear. Sticks are as 
much a part of the play and landscape as the grass and leaves. I watched S. and T. play a game that could 
only have been played in a park. T. was up in the tree looking down through a crack; S. was at the base of 
the tree holding up a stick for T. to hold. T. was trying to pull S. up to him, and then S. would have a turn 
trying to pull T. down. This was a great way to strengthen not only their friendship, but also their arms! 
They were able to play this for quite some time before T. invited S. up to his perch to “look for bad guys.” 
This is a good example of how we view children’s competencies, and this view can either enhance or limit 
their experiences.

(cont’d)
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Documenting Extraordinary Moments and Short Explorations 59

The hills at this park are another way for the kids to take 
risks and for us teachers to support this risk taking. One 
of the two hills is just steep enough that the kids pause in 
the middle of climbing and change their climbing strategy. 
Most try to run or walk straight up and then find that it is 
too steep for that and climb up the rest of the way using 
both hands and feet. The tricky part is going down. The 
majority of the kids now know to either slide all the way 
down on their bottoms or get down halfway and then, when 
the coast is clear, stand up and run like the wind down the 
rest of the hill. Every once in a while their legs wouldn’t be 
able to keep up and they would fall hard at the bottom, but 
it has never been too hard that they didn’t get up and do 
it again. The older kids are usually the ones to make this 
leap. The younger ones watch the older kids while scooting 
down inch by inch. I love how a simple hill can create such 
dare-devil behavior! For the smaller kids, going up is just as 
risky as going down. H. and L. took a couple of turns trying 
the big hill before they found a gentler slope and kept their 
play there. Both girls would climb as far as they could on their feet and then drop to their knees to finish 
the climb crawling. Then they would stand up with big smiles and talk about how they would run down 
before each descent. It reminded me of the many times I have stood on the top of the slope with my 
snowboard trying to get up the courage to go back down.

I am excited to see how this park will transform, and therefore transform our games, when the rain finally 
starts. I can imagine the hill becoming a great mudslide, and the low trees that are dark and spooky now will 

become great shelters for games. I would also imagine that 
the wide- open meadow will be used less and the majority of 
games will retreat into the woods. The games will take on the 
flavor of the seasons; they will turn inward and be more about 
home and coziness.

We hope to return to this part of the neighborhood once 
a week to form a relationship with this park. We want to 
extend our classroom into the outdoor environment. We 
would love to put on our rain gear, or heavy jackets and 
mittens, or our shorts and sunscreen and learn and play 
while the seasons change. I would love to know what you 
think about us kids and teachers taking this on as part of 
our curriculum. What can you imagine for us as we play and 
learn throughout this year in an outdoor classroom?
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Sandra’s thoughtful documentation illustrates for parents not only what has 
happened, but also her own thoughts about the events, as well as her hopes for the 
future.

DOCUMENTING WITH CHILDREN

One wonderful aspect of this briefer form of documentation is that you can prepare 
it on the spot— in the classroom, during playtime or small- group time, with some 
of the children present. As you sit with them and put photographs together with 
text, verbal children can o�er much information about their thinking and about how 
they engaged in the exploration. On occasion, if the information is particularly rich, 
you might use only such transcribed conversations to support the photographs. At 
other times, you might embed some words from the children in the account of the 
teachers’ thinking about the experience.

Nonverbal children too will be highly intrigued to see themselves on your com-
puter screen or in a printed photograph. In these cases, a teacher might choose to 
describe in the text the child’s facial expressions, body language, or vocalizations, 
and then try to interpret the child’s responses to the photographs. 

What do children gain from docu-
menting with you? First, this process 
empowers them. It gives them a say in 
how their work is described and how it 
appears to others. Perhaps there is one 
photograph that they prefer over an-
other, or a drawing that they are particu-
larly proud of. �ey can tell you whether 
they are happy with your description of 
what happened— whether you have it 
right from their point of view.

Second, when children see the se-
rious attention that you give to the 
process of sharing their work and 
their thinking with others, they un-

derstand that you validate that work and thinking. All documentation has this 
e�ect, but often it is produced by teachers in isolation. One- on- one or small- 
group documentation created with the children, by contrast, highlights the 
process and leads to more interaction between children and teachers about 
the work.

�ird, while collaborating with you in decision making, children learn to articu-
late ideas in a way that others can understand. When we read their words back to 
them, preschool children may understand that the description is not clear or isn’t 
quite what they wanted to say. Describing for someone outside their familiar circle 
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Documenting Extraordinary Moments and Short Explorations 61

is a di�erent process for most children than describing for their families or teacher. 
Children must make their thinking more explicit, because the unknown reader has 
no background context to draw on. Teachers can support this type of language learn-
ing by asking questions such as “Do you think (Mom/Dad/other kids/other teachers) 
will know what you mean?” or “�e big kids/younger kids in our school don’t know 
we are doing this project; what should we tell them so they understand?”

Children as Photographers
Placing a camera in the hands of a child (even a toddler) gives us the opportunity 
to see their environment through their eyes. Digital cameras allow us to make this 
happen easily. �ey are quite sturdy and use simple point- and- shoot technology. 
Children can take dozens of photographs, because we can delete many if necessary. 

As children document what is important or interesting to 
them, we have a window into how they view the world. We 
can use these photographs for further conversations, both 
with the children and among teachers as part of the re�ec-
tive process.

A teacher talks with a four- year- old about his photog-
raphy: “Tell me about this photo.” “�is looks interesting; 
tell me more!” “What made you want a picture of this?” “What can we say about 
this photo to the other kids?” “Do we need more photos of this? What shall we do 
with them?”

Children’s Journals
I use the term journal loosely. In our classroom, each child had a small notebook for 
experimental print and for dictating to teachers. You can use such a journal, like 
a diary, to track what children are thinking about over long periods of time. For 
instance, if you store journals in a writing center on an accessible shelf, children 
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62 Pedagogical Documentation in Early Childhood

will use them for experimenting with print, making symbols, or dictating stories 
or memories. From time to time, they may wish to draw or talk about project work, 
ideas relating to how things work in their world, what is going on in their lives, and 
so on. No matter how small or tentative, these experimental print samples or draw-
ings are all valuable traces of a child’s prior knowledge, thinking, and experiences. 
Sometimes these experiences relate to what has been happening at home and are 
therefore a connection to families. �ey are documentation for us to re�ect on.

It is clear that we have many opportunities every day to document small, ex-
traordinary moments of learning and short- term investigations. To notice these 
moments requires vigilance. We must be willing to slow down in order to see what 
is unfolding before our eyes. �is means having a system for jotting notes so that we 
don’t forget the details, collaborating with team members, and assuming the mind- 
set of a detective as we try to �nd out what speci�c moments mean to children. As 
my colleague Bobbi- Lynn Keating, executive director of Peter Green Hall Children’s 
Centre, so aptly says, “We can snorkel— seeing what’s close to the surface— or we 
can scuba dive and see more deeply.”

INVITATION TO EXPLORE

 � Select a small moment of play that you have noticed recently. Describe it to a col-
league or a fellow student teacher and discuss what may lie beneath the surface. 
What are the possibilities? What would you write as a piece of documentation 
about this moment?

 � Try documenting with a child. Choose a couple of candid photos of the child at 
play and invite the child to tell you what was happening. Write down what the 
child says as the child says it, verbatim. It is important to respect and write down 
the child’s own words. Assemble the transcript and the photos together on a page 
of documentation, and read it back to the child. What is the child’s response?
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5
Connecting with 
Families through 
Documentation
�ose of us who work with young children know how much thinking, e�ort, cre-
ativity, and intentionality we bring to our work. Although we are not often well 
compensated in the material sense, we �nd other wonderful rewards in our work. 
Feedback and engagement from the children’s families can be encouraging and val-
idating for us. How does pedagogical documentation support educators’ e�orts to 
build relationships with families? How does it promote families’ understanding of 
what is happening in their children’s classroom? How does it help them understand 
why we do the things we do? How does it bring parents into the life of the classroom?

Ann Lewin- Benham suggests in her book Twelve Best Practices for Early Childhood 
Education (2011) that documentation is a “magnet for parents.” However, she also 
acknowledges the di�culty of involving parents in classroom life:

It is not easy to involve parents in a school’s daily life. Many parents do 
not have time. Some believe that they have no place in the school. Others 
are intimidated by what they perceive as teachers’ superior education and 
knowledge. . . . �ere are as many barriers to families becoming involved as 
there are families. (Lewin-Benham 2011)

Lewin- Benham goes on to describe the powerful ways in which documentation 
drew in the families at the Model Early Learning Center (MELC) in Washington, 
DC, where she was director. �en she comments, “Without living through it, I am 
not sure I would have believed that documentation would be the impetus to involve 
parents in the daily life of the MELC” (39).

In my own practice, I experienced similar positive responses from families at 
Halifax Grammar School. �ese families had the opportunity to read documentation 
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panels about long-  and short- term investigations; view our logbook, which con-
tained small daily events; and read their children’s portfolios, which were more per-
sonalized. We asked them, “How did documentation further your understanding of 
how your child was learning, of how the program supported your child’s thinking, 
or of how your child’s ideas were developed into projects?”

Here is an example of a parent response:

When we make visible the children’s ideas, understandings, misunderstandings, 
theories about how the world works, and active investigations, we are more likely 
to generate curiosity and engagement from their families. �is chapter will discuss 
how early childhood settings can communicate with families about their children’s 
work through various forms of documentation.

INDIVIDUAL PORTFOLIOS

Naturally, family members want to read about and see their own children in action 
during play and investigations, want to witness their children’s unfolding develop-
mental stages, and want to examine work samples from their children. Individual 
portfolios perform all these functions, in addition to giving teachers a wealth of 
information for assessment purposes. Portfolios di�er from setting to setting. �ey 
can contain any or all of the following:

I found that documentation was very helpful for parents. It allowed us 
to know what the children were doing and gave lots of opportunities for 
discussion at home. My children would often reply to the question “How 
was school today?” with “Awesome!” but then not recount anything they 
had done. We had to prompt them with more questions, like “Did you do 
French today?” With the logbook, we could ask specifically about the ac-
tivities we had seen there. I also thought that the documentation was very 
valuable because it allowed people who aren’t early childhood education 
professionals to understand the inspiration and foundation behind each 
activity. This gave me confidence that my children’s teachers knew exactly 
how best to teach them, using their interests as the basis for investiga-
tions. Finally, when parent- teacher interviews happened, it was great to 
see my children’s work and to hear the teachers’ thoughts on it.
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Connecting with Families through Documentation 65

 � Photographs of the child in action, whether engaging in play, investigating mate-
rials, or taking part in activities. Written explanations should accompany these 
photos, explaining the context and signi�cance of the events pictured.

 � Traces of developmental milestones

When playing with an old (nonworking) laptop, L. provided his own screen image by drawing a maze and 
then placing it upon the blank screen. Later, he and M. created a game, drawing on several pages and 
then switching from page to page to enable the game to progress from one stage to another. We were 
excited to see such ingenuity and ability to transfer knowledge from one context to another.

H. created a message for other children using 
unconventional spelling. Her message reads, 
“Put your Lego on the overhead projector.” This 
functional use of print demonstrates intentionality 
and a willingness to take a risk with writing. It also 
demonstrates H’s desire to share her learning; 
she really wanted other children to experience the 
making of Lego shadows!
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 � Photographs or written descriptions of the child’s social interactions

In this case, photographs and text were placed in the station manager’s portfolio 
as an example of her leadership abilities.

 � Transcripts of conversations with the child. �ese conversational topics may in-
clude ideas, experiences, plans, or re�ections on classroom events.

 � Samples of the child’s drawings, paintings, photographs of models or construc-
tions, and so on. Such samples are traces of the child’s classroom life and learning- 
in- action. Choose these samples carefully to avoid overcrowding the portfolio. 
Ask yourself, “Why am I including this?” or, “What is signi�cant about this?” You 
can involve children in deciding what goes into their portfolios. If you keep port-
folios in an accessible location and make them available to children for perusal, 
they will look at them often. �rough frequent exposure to and conversations 
about their work, children learn that not everything goes into a portfolio— only 
items that are important to keep and share.

For several days, during play, 
children acted out going on a 
train journey. Most of them had 
never ridden on a real train, yet 
their prior knowledge— often from 
books— was impressive. With one 
child (always the same girl) as the 
station manager, the train was 
loaded with passengers, who had to 
have tickets. Provisions were found 
(including food for animals, who 
were taken along in cages), and 
even passports were developed. 
We noticed much scaffolding between peers: one child explaining that passports were needed 
because they were leaving the country, another knowing that a whistle must blow before the train 
could leave. This play was rich, complex, and built on itself as the days went by. Teachers were 
clearly able to see leaders and willing followers and a steady building of knowledge. 
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S. transfers her 3- D model of a bird into a 2- D format. 
This exploration of representation in different ways 
may open up further opportunities for S. to see her 
work and her thinking from several perspectives. 

M. tries a new method (for him) of  
making marks. Since M. is not particu-
larly fond of painting, this use of tools 
allowed him to explore paint effects in 
a different way.

After a discussion about quilts, this child 
constructed a design from odd fabric pieces, 
an activity that was the beginning of a larger 
exploration of quilts.
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D. was fascinated by a skeleton puzzle 
provided as an invitation in the reading 
area. After assembling the puzzle, he in-
dependently found a nonfiction book to 
use as a reference for drawing a skeleton 
of his own. Then, he placed his drawing 
next to the puzzle skeleton and seemed 
to be deep in thought. Approaching a 
teacher, he showed her his drawing and 
stated, “I like mine better.” D. is able to 
represent his world in many ways.  

 � Photographs and samples of project work. You can write one description of a 
project, with background information for context, and duplicate it for use in 
the portfolios of all the children who were involved in the project. �en you can 
write a more personalized comment for each child, commenting on the child’s 
role within the project.

Stacey, S. (2015). Pedagogical documentation in early childhood : Sharing children’s learning and teachers' thinking. ProQuest Ebook Central <a
         onclick=window.open('http://ebookcentral.proquest.com','_blank') href='http://ebookcentral.proquest.com' target='_blank' style='cursor: pointer;'>http://ebookcentral.proquest.com</a>
Created from cusp-ebooks on 2020-10-19 10:01:16.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

5.
 R

ed
le

af
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.
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LOGBOOKS

Like portfolios, logbooks di�er from setting to setting. In most cases, however, log-
books give a brief daily glimpse into classroom life by showing selected unrelated 
moments. In addition, a 
documented daily series 
of connected moments 
can provide an overview 
of a project’s develop-
ment. Daily pages may 
look like this:

Or in the case of connected events, daily pages may look like this:

The movement of paint: Over several 
days, the children have experimented 
with ways to move paint. They have 
used their hands and various tools, 
have moved the paper itself, and have 
also painted to music. These experi-
ences have widened their view of what 
media may be able to do, as well as 
how to combine media. These experi-
ences were first offered as an invitation 
after teachers noted a limited use of 
painting techniques. The invitation 
then took on a life of its own— or  
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70 Pedagogical Documentation in Early Childhood

WEEKLY NOTES

Many early childhood education settings send home weekly notes that give an over-
view of what has happened in the classroom. �ese notes may be in hard copy or 
electronic format, depending on families’ circumstances and preferences. Either way, 
you can attach small pieces of documentation to these weekly notes, along with the 
usual news and reminders for families. As you assemble these pieces, keep in mind 
that they must �t within your usual format.

a life that was generated by children— as they realized that they preferred some techniques 
over others. The loose parts and wide range of tools in the studio will, we predict, lead to more 
experimentation and widen the children’s language of art.
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BOOKLETS TO TAKE HOME

Some documentation lends itself well to being shared in booklet form. Booklets 
are very accessible and attractive to young children in the classroom, and they are 
also easy to send home to families. Since 
many parents and caregivers already 
read to their children at bedtime, book-
lets provide an opportunity to read the 
story of a project or event together, with 
the child doing most of the “reading.” 
You can circulate booklets like these 
among all the parents over time.

VIDEO

You can use video as a form of documentation for any audience at any time, but it is 
particularly useful for sharing projects involving music, movement, or a great deal 
of physical action such as climbing, setting play materials in motion, or building 
large structures outdoors. For investigations like these, video can give a sense of 
the kinesthetic learning that’s involved, the grace and balance that’s developing, the 
interpretations of music that are underway, and so on. If you are technically adept, 
you can do voice- overs for your videos. But voice- overs are not usually necessary. In 
most cases, if well �lmed, the children’s actions speak for themselves.

Annette Comeau, whom we met in a previous chapter, o�ers the example of a 
ballet project that unfolded in her toddler classroom:

We felt that video, shared during a parent meeting, was the most suitable 
format for documentation of this topic. And, looking at the documentation 
again, we are thinking about hanging photographs from something that 
moves . . . one of those clothespin carousel things . . . which would move 
and give a sense of the project.
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If you enjoy experimenting with still photographs, you can create movement ef-
fects by changing shutter speed. �is technique is demonstrated in the photograph 
below, contributed by photographer Hannah Minzlo�, who visited our classroom 
and shared her expertise during our photography project.

THE UNEXPECTED ATTRACTS ATTENTION

As humans, we are often attracted to the unexpected— novel approaches to familiar 
routines, unusual ways of seeing things, and new ways of thinking about things. 
We are also attracted to beauty, such as the natural beauty of nature, the work of 
accomplished artists, and the uninhibited beauty of children’s work.

When we plan documentation to attract attention to what children are doing 
and to invite people to make meaning of these events, we must also consider how 
the documentation will draw people in. In chapter 2, we explored design features 
and why they are important. When the documentation is complete, how will we use 
creative display— perhaps in unexpected places or in unusual ways— to attract the 
attention of our intended audience?

Perhaps you have a bulletin board or a wall near where children hang their be-
longings or where parents sign in and sign out their children. It is logical to use this 
space for documentation display. But if your documentation is always in the same 
place or hung in the same way, busy families may pass by without a glance. How 
can we do things a little di�erently to inspire curiosity? Here are some examples of 
innovative documentation display techniques and placements:
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Connecting with Families through Documentation 73

 � Hang children’s work or photographs on a suspended branch or old grapevine. 
Place the branch or vine in an unexpected location, such as over the children’s 
cubbies or in the entrance hallway or lobby. You can hang the work along the 
branch horizontally or vertically. A branch or vine lends itself well to wire work 
(threading, wire sculptures, and so on) and to smaller photographic documenta-
tion pieces mounted on card stock for support and framing.

 � For ever- changing documentation, such as documentation of individual chil-
dren’s work, mount clipboards in rows or columns across a wall and easily add 
daily documentation on top of the previous days’ work.

 � Use the spokes of an umbrella (without fabric, upside down) for hanging docu-
mentation over areas where the documented event took place.

 � Form freestanding display spaces by painting or covering large cardboard boxes 
in graduated sizes and then stacking the boxes. Mount documentation on this 
structure when wall space is not available. Or set it in a place where you know 
that foot tra�c will be heavy, such as in an entrance hallway or lobby, and the 
work will garner attention.

 � Amplify freestanding work such as a model 
or construction by setting it on a mirror tile 
or propping a large mirror behind the work.

 � Use large old picture or window frames to 
contain several small documentation pieces. 
If frames are not available, make a grid out of 
lengths of bamboo tied together with natural 
string. Or make a large, simple frame of bam-
boo, and string lengths of wire or �shing line 
from one side to the other. Clip items onto 
these lengths of wire or line. 
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74 Pedagogical Documentation in Early Childhood

 � If children have created many small pieces of work, or if you have a series of 
photographs you wish to place in a book, an accordion- style book will stand up 
along a shelf when opened. �is type of book is easy for children and parents to 
examine together.

In this chapter, we have explored not only some possible ways to share docu-
mentation with families and the advantages of that sharing, but also how to draw 
attention to documentation. Following are some questions for you to consider about 
reaching out to families.

INVITATION TO EXPLORE

 � Consider your population. Given the cultural backgrounds and lifestyles of your 
families, what kinds of documentation would be the best �t for them? What 
would be your �rst step toward making your documentation more accessible 
to them?

 � Choose a series of photographs that tell without words the story of a play session 
or event. How and where would you display these photos for the best possible ef-
fect? Write a concise account (one or two paragraphs) to put the photos in context 
and o�er your re�ections, and place this account nearby. What is the response 
from your families? What does this response tell you?
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6
Digital 
Documentation
Digital technology is developing at an astonishing pace. In some cases, it appears 
that we cannot manage our lives without it. So much technology exists to help educa-
tors create pedagogical documentation that it takes time, research, and networking 
with colleagues to discover all the tasks that technology can do for us. Using tech-
nology to create and share documentation has advantages as well as disadvantages. 
In this chapter, we will examine both.

THE PROS

What are the advantages of electronic documentation? Practitioners who use digital 
means to engage in documentation often �nd that the speed and e�ciency of this 
approach are attractive. �ere is no question that �nding time for documentation is 
an issue for all of us. Additionally, educators �nd that communication with families 
is sometimes enhanced by this method. Let’s take a closer look…

Streamlining the Documentation Process
Of all the obstacles that educators face when trying to document children’s work, sim-
ply �nding the time is perhaps the most challenging. Among teachers I work with and 
support through teacher education and professional learning, the same comments 
and questions come up again and again in classes, workshops, and consultations: “I 
can see the value in this, but how will I �nd time to do it?” and “I do not get outside- 
of- class planning time, so how will I �t re�ection and documentation into my day?”

Unlike most educators of older children, many early childhood educators do not 
get prep time, or paid time set aside solely for planning, re�ection, and documen-
tation. Of all the supports that administrators and supervisors could o�er to their 
teachers, time to think and to document is one of the most valuable— but also one 
of the hardest to provide. So, how can technology help?
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76 Pedagogical Documentation in Early Childhood

Many applications are available that enable us to take photographs and notes 
while we are observing children, both indoors and outdoors. For instance, Evernote 
or Pages downloaded onto a smartphone or tablet allows us to type in notes, add a 
photo or a short video, and save our work to a �le designated for a particular child 
or classroom. We can then edit or expand these notes as needed and print them as 
short pieces of documentation.

Or for even more speed, we can use voice- to- text software. �is software converts 
spoken language into written language, eliminating the need to type. Such appli-
cations sometimes misinterpret what has been said, with surprising or hilarious 
results! Careful editing is vital. However, voice- to- text software is getting smarter 
all the time. For instance, Voice Assistant uses intelligent speech recognition and 
learns from your past speech patterns. Other software choices include Dragon Dic-
tation and Evernote, both of which can save audio and text together. �is feature 
makes for an easier search when you are referring back to previously recorded data.

Donna Stapleton, executive director of Small World Learning Centre in Bridge-
water, Nova Scotia, recently made the switch to digital documentation. She made 
the change after puzzling over how to help her sta� solve the problem of having 
inadequate time for documentation. Following is her description of this transition.

In the past we used digital cameras and computers, and this took time, 
time, time (weekends, nights, lunchtime). I saw the value of portfolios and 
documentation, but also the stress of getting the work done efficiently. I 
wondered what we could do differently. One of our staff members and her 
husband are Mac users. They answered so many questions and showed 
us what was possible.

Now each teacher has an iPad mini. We are still learning about our 
iPads. We spend about ten minutes at our staff curriculum meeting each 
month sharing what we have learned, asking how to do certain things, and 
working through the transition together. This cooperation is a huge help, 
and our knowledge is growing.

With the iPad minis, staff can take photos or video or verbally record 
what is happening right on the spot. During naptime, staff members open 
up a Pages document, assemble the photo and text boxes, and size the 
items quickly by touch. They type or record their documentation. Some 
staff still take written notes as well.

At our staff reviews, all the staff members said they were able to create 
portfolios and documentation during their working day (at lunchtime or 
when numbers are low, as well as with the children), rather than taking 
this type of work home.
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Digital Documentation 77

�is short piece of documentation by one of Donna’s sta� shows the process that 
a child underwent as he watched �sh in the classroom tank.

This month staff are meeting with parents for our regular parent- 
teacher dialogues. We will explain that we will soon start sending the 
children’s portfolio pages home electronically every month. Staff can also 
include extra photos for particular parents as needed. This process will 
give our families a great resource to understand what their children are 
working on. 

H. was at the art table and he decided 
that he was going to draw the fish in 
the fish tank. He looked at the fish to 
see exactly what they looked like and 
what he might need to draw them.  
After close examination he found some 
brown paper and a pencil. After sitting 
down to start his drawing he said,  
“I need an orange crayon.” He found 
the crayon and continued to draw.  
He paused for a moment and asked 
“Do I need to go this way Rhonda?  
I did this part but I forget what the tail 
looks like.” He turned around and sat 
by the fish tank and looked at the tail 
while drawing. He finished drawing 
then cut out his fish. He smiled as he 
taped his fish to the outside of the  
tank. H. took his time and showed a 
great deal of concentration during  
this process.

Small World Learning Centre
Rhonda Smith

September 25th, 2013
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78 Pedagogical Documentation in Early Childhood

�en, using this beginning piece, the teacher was able to step back and re�ect:

What we see here is that although the documentation was quickly and electron-
ically produced, it still provided an opportunity to revisit and examine H.’s process 
closely, to wonder about what was happening for him, to raise some questions, and 
to consider next steps.

Encouraging Staff into the Documentation Process
When I have spoken with directors about how to engage their sta� in documenta-
tion, they have reported that they sometimes encounter resistance. �is resistance 
is mostly due to the shortage of time for documentation.

For teachers who are reluctant to take on this work, some directors �nd that 
digital technology can be a good entry point. Since younger sta� members are likely 
to have grown up with lots of digital technology, this approach is comfortable for 
them. �ey are willing to “mess about” until they understand the process and can 
achieve their documentation goals e�ciently.

Educators and philosophers David and Frances Hawkins proposed that children 
learn a tremendous amount from messing about with science and nature materials 
because this type of activity engages their natural curiosity. Architect Simon Nich-
olson’s theory of loose parts suggests the same bene�ts from using open- ended 
materials: “In any environment, the degree of creativity and inventiveness is directly 
proportional to the number of variables in it” (1971, 30–34).

I think adults need to do this same kind of “messing about” when they are ex-
ploring any new idea or approach so that they understand and feel comfortable with 
all the variables and possibilities. Digital technology �ts well into this framework. 
My early childhood education student teachers, for instance, have taught me much 
about electronic documentation through their absolute fearlessness. �ey mess 
about, share, experiment some more, and come up with innovative ways of solving 

When reflecting on this first (electronic) on- the- spot documentation,  
I thought about trying to find out whether it was the fish itself that inter-
ested H., or the process of representing it. How was it possible to find 
out? I considered adding “real” items for representation in the art area, as 
an invitation. Would such items as natural materials, prints of paintings, 
and so on provoke a response in H.? Or, would it interest H. to make a  
3- D representation of the fish, perhaps with clay? H.’s drawings are devel-
oping beyond simply basic shapes. He is looking carefully at all the parts 
of the fish and adding details. While watching the fish carefully, he was 
pointing out various parts, then remembering those parts when he came 
to actually drawing the fish.
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minor glitches as well as creative ways of presenting children’s work. Messing about 
engages their curiosity, and this leads to enthusiasm for exploring further.

Efficient Sharing with Parents
When educators send home hard copies of classroom news, progress notes, pieces 
of documentation, and so on, many later �nd that their work has not been read. 
�is is discouraging; teachers put much thought and time into this work for the 
express purpose of sharing with families. Educators also report that when the work 
goes home electronically, it is often read on smartphones and tablets, improving 
communication between school and home.

Many public schools, in fact, now send home only electronic report cards. Fami-
lies then print out the report cards if they want hard copies. For parents who travel 
for work, for military families who are separated due to service demands, and in 
many other circumstances, electronic documentation is the only e�cient way to 
share. In these situations, we often hear from family members who are heartened 
to be included in their children’s school life.

Design Opportunities
Even if you don’t consider yourself to be particularly creative or knowledgeable in 
visual arts, digital technology can help you produce clean and tidy, professional- 
looking, creative layouts. One of the simplest approaches is to use an application 
such as PowerPoint to produce pages for portfolios, single sheets for extraordinary 
moments, or a series of sheets to be mounted together into panels. PowerPoint is so 
simple to use that many people do not need instruction. Rather, they simply open the 
program and explore, following their intuition, until they get the results they want. If 
trial and error doesn’t do the trick, a simple tutorial or workshop is usually all that’s 
needed to become e�cient with PowerPoint and its many possibilities. PowerPoint 
provides design templates, backgrounds, typefaces, borders, and much more.

�is image shows an example of a page from a documentation logbook. �is 
PowerPoint page demonstrates a simple design, with the edges of the text and the 
photo aligned, and soft edges that 
blend into the color of the graphic 
design.

PowerPoint also provides photo- 
editing options such as resizing, 
fading edges, moving photos 
around the page, and so on. In my 
own work, PowerPoint has provided 
a simple, quick, and e�ective way 
to create a page each day for our 
logbook.
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Microsoft Publisher also lends itself well to producing documentation. In partic-
ular, Publisher simpli�es �nding photographs from various locations, then storing 
them and manipulating them within documents.

THE CONS

How can an approach that is accessible, streamlined, and fun to use have any dis-
advantages? Let’s pause for a moment to remember the meaning and purpose of 

pedagogical documentation as outlined in 
earlier chapters:

 � It tells the story of learning, discussing 
children’s ideas and theories while making 
them visible.

 � It requires educators to re�ect and care-
fully consider what was important for all 
the children involved in the event.

 � It o�ers teachers the opportunity for 
learning because we must think deeply 
about the meaning of the child’s work or 
words, what we can say about it, how to 
present it to others, and how we may re-

spond to sca�old further exploration and learning. In addition, the questions 
that arise about children’s thinking often lead to a deepened curiosity about the 
event, which in turns leads to further teacher research.

Rushing the Process
With electronic documentation, we can— and often do— produce the work quickly. 
After all, speed is why many people use digital technology in the �rst place. How-
ever, we must remember that speed is not always conducive to re�ection, that key 
pause during which we �nd meaning in the child’s work and try to express why it is 
important. On- the- spot digital documentation may provide more quantity, but we 
must take care to maintain the quality of this work.

To maintain quality, we must use caution. We must remember why we are produc-
ing documentation in the �rst place. We should ask ourselves the following questions 
whenever we have produced on- the- spot documentation:

 � Have we included traces of the children’s ideas, thoughts, and questions? Even 
in the smallest piece of documentation, these traces add richness and context.

 � Have we taken the time to think through what this event means? Have we cap-
tured the aha moment, or the long period of trial and error, or the joy of discov-
ery? Have we expressed this in an articulate way for the reader or viewer?

Several pages created with PowerPoint are linked in order to 
revisit the story of a project with the children. 
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 � Is our “teacher thinking” evident? What are our questions? What do we wonder? 
What kind of research does this event lead us to?

Privacy
Many of us have learned the hard way that when we share information electronically, 
we can’t expect privacy. E- mails can go astray, people share passwords, web pages can 
be hacked, and so on. �erefore, we must discuss with families how we can protect 
their privacy and their children’s privacy. We must decide what will be public and 
what will be private, and then strive to build and maintain these boundaries.

SHARING DOCUMENTATION THROUGH SOCIAL MEDIA

After we have carefully considered and addressed our concerns about privacy and 
have family permissions in hand, we may �nd ourselves in a position to share some 
of our documentation through social media such as Facebook and Pinterest. Some 
people use these sites at �rst in a purely social way but later develop professional 
pages. �at is, they share no personal information, and their messages pertain only 
to the professional side of their lives. A professional early childhood education 
Pinterest collection, for instance, might contain only boards that pertain to early 
learning, pedagogical documentation, provocations and invitations, interesting pub-
lications, learning environments, and so on. �rough perusing such a collection, it 
is easy to ascertain its creator’s philosophy and perspective and explore further by 
linking to sites that have inspired this person.

It is exciting to think about the sharing opportunities that social media o�ers. For 
a teacher, the main advantage of such sharing is the opportunity to learn from other 
teachers. We may be inspired by the wording they use to describe children’s work or 
by the graphic design they use to illustrate an event. When we �nd a person or early 
childhood education setting whose work excites and inspires us, we can continue to 
follow that person’s work. For example, I have discovered stunning documentation 
through Pinterest, contacted the people who created it through the information they 
provided, and phoned them to have a conversation and learn more about their work. 
Some of their work appears in this book. We can also follow colleagues whose work 
we admire but whose location precludes face- to- face contact.

On their blog Technology- Rich Inquiry- Based Research, Canadian educators Diane 
Kashin and Louise Jupp share their views on this type of sharing through social media. 
In their article “�e �ree Stages of Curation,” they suggest that these stages consist of 
collecting and collating, condensing and contextualizing, and creating and critiquing.

�e authors go on to suggest that “when digital curation is used as a professional 
learning research process, the second stage of curation needs to be considered. Here 
it helps to consider the need to condense and contextualize. At this stage of research 
our thought process involves the consideration of how we might add value to our 
digital research data” (2013).
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Jupp and Kashin suggest that the �nal stage— creation and critique— is both 
challenging and rewarding. �ey say that “the principles of Making Learning Visible 
are a guidepost here. Diane [Kashin] and I give thoughtful consideration, in conver-
sation with each other, to the images we post on our blog, the quotes we use, and 
the insights o�ered. Our Facebook page is a very public social media tool we utilize 
to engage community participation in our research. . . . [It] has a built- in provocation 
to comment. On a larger scale, the development of a blog creates context” (2013).

�ere is no end to the professional networks that are available online. We simply 
have to search, �nd the right �t for our own circumstances, philosophies, and beliefs, 
and make the connections. �ese connections may be in the next county over or on 
the other side of the world. �is ability to share ideas with anyone anywhere is one 
of the great joys of electronic networking.

DEVELOPING A WEBSITE OR BLOG

To share your documentation and other aspects of your work more fully, consider 
building a professional website or blog. Many online platforms guide users through 
the creation of their own websites or blogs. �ey are accessible, easy to use, and af-
fordable (often free). �ey are a common choice for many early childhood settings 
and professionals.

Creating a Professional Blog
If you are using a blog for sharing your documentation e�orts, it might include 
documentation that explains such aspects as the following:

 � the originating idea for the children’s work

 � how the work unfolded

 � what children had to say about the work, or for nonverbal children, how they 
interacted with materials, other children, and adults

 � how this work a�ected your own thinking or teaching practice. What questions 
did this work raise for you?

One of the most intriguing aspects of blogging is that you can allow readers to 
post comments in response to your work. In this way, a conversation evolves among 
you and your readers. Learning occurs on all sides of this conversation.

If you want to build your own blog, be sure to form a plan that will let you create 
a high- quality blog in the time you have. What makes a high- quality blog? I have 
discussed this with educators who follow certain early childhood education blogs 
that address documentation and inquiry. �ese educators made the following points:
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 � Seeing photographs of stunning work by children does not help us grow or think 
if we do not understand the context, the children’s ideas, and the teachers’ think-
ing about the events that unfolded. So a good blog will describe, often by sharing 
documentation, the meaning behind the shared work.

 � A high- quality blog is updated regularly. Each time readers check in, they �nd 
something new to think about or explore.

 � A good blog is easy to navigate. Information is appropriately labeled with headings, 
the blog is designed for clarity, and it is pleasing to the eye. It attracts the reader.

Over time and with enough exploration, you will probably �nd a few blogs 
that become favorites of yours. Perhaps you will �nd documentation that tells 
the story of a teacher’s journey with inquiry and documentation, and this may 
speak to your own experiences. Or perhaps a teacher’s documentation will echo 
moments with children that you have engaged in, struggled with, or aspired to. 
Whatever the reason for your interest, you can bookmark or subscribe to up-
dates from these blogs for easy, regular access to their information. Over time, a 
relationship can form between you, the blogger, and the blogger’s other readers.

At the time of publication, some of my own favorites include the following:

 � TransformEd (www.myclassroomtransformation.blogspot.ca)

 � Irresistible Ideas for Play Based Learning (www.playbasedlearning.com.au)

 � Journey into Early Childhood (www.journeyintoearlychildhood.weebly.com)

 � Technology- Rich Inquiry- Based Research (tecribresearch.wordpress.com)

How Does a Website Differ from a Blog?
A blog is a type of magazine, with the blogger as the editor or publisher. A blog o�ers 
the opportunity to post frequent articles on ever- changing topics and to receive 
responses to those articles. As with websites, search engines will crawl your blog 
regularly to help potential readers �nd updated material. Blogs are cheap or free to 
produce, although upkeep can take a lot of time. As a blogger, you can present your 
work informally if you like.

Websites, on the other hand, are more like digital storefronts. �e main pages of 
a website are somewhat permanent. �e main pages of an early childhood educa-
tion website, for example, might contain basic information about the owner of the 
site and this person’s work and philosophy. Other pages of the website, which may 
include a blog, can be changed more easily.

Which digital platform you use to share your work, especially your documenta-
tion of that work, will depend on several factors:

Stacey, Susan. Pedagogical Documentation in Early Childhood : Sharing Children’s Learning and Teachers' Thinking, Redleaf Press, 2015. ProQuest Ebook Central,
         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/cusp-ebooks/detail.action?docID=2053537.
Created from cusp-ebooks on 2020-10-19 15:46:12.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

5.
 R

ed
le

af
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.

https://tecribresearch.wordpress.com/


84 Pedagogical Documentation in Early Childhood

 � �e time you have available to maintain and update the work: Both need frequent 
updates in order for search engines to bring them up when a reader is searching 
for speci�c information. However, blog followers tend to expect regular and fre-
quent updates from the writer.

 � Whether you are sharing work in the context of your early childhood education 
setting: You may want to create a website to share permanent information about 
the setting or a philosophy and embed a blog within that site to share changing 
documentation about project work.

 � How much money your budget allows you to spend: Website designer fees 
vary widely. You can, of course, design your own site if you are technologically 
con�dent.

 � How much information you wish to post: A website can be designed to handle 
many pages of photographs, graphics, and text because it’s created to meet your 
speci�c needs. Blogs vary in capacity, so it is important to investigate how much 
information a blog can contain before you commit to it.

Website designer Belinda Naugler Adams o�ers the following advice: “A tight 
budget is often the main factor that leads people to consider a do- it- yourself website. 
Although this option appears attractive at �rst, a professional designer will under-
stand how to build your site using a wide array of best practices and proven strate-
gies to ensure that your site performs as intended and ranks highly in searches for 
maximum online success. In today’s business climate, your online presence is a vital 
part of your business. Entrusting your online presence to a poorly designed, ine�ec-
tive website is a recipe for failure. Your website must be as professional as you are.” 

INVITATION TO EXPLORE

 � Produce a small piece of documentation using a publishing application. Compare 
this to documentation that you have produced in a more traditional way. What are 
the di�erences and similarities between the two pieces? What are the strengths 
and challenges of each approach?

 � Search for and explore some blogs that share documentation and that you think 
might connect to your own philosophy. �ink critically about the content. What 
are the strengths of these blogs? Where do they fall short? In what ways might 
they support your practice?
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Reflections
When we consider all the examples of pedagogical documentation o�ered in the 
previous chapters, we can see that this work takes us on a journey. �rough docu-
mentation, we move from

 � describing the children’s work, to

 � re�ecting on what it might mean, to 

 � considering the possibilities for response, to

� responding in ways that involve the hearts and minds of both children and 
teachers.

�is kind of deep thinking and engagement is what keeps us passionate about 
our work over the long term. I cannot imagine having worked with young children 
for more than thirty years if I had not had the opportunity to think with them— to 
engage in the delight of discovery with them, to watch their faces as understanding 
dawns, to learn from them and alongside them, and to make that learning visible so 
that others might share and understand it.

Whether the children in our care are young toddlers or school- age children, their 
work shown back to them profoundly in�uences their self-esteem, con�dence, and 
thinking. We educators need only learn to take note of, re�ect on, and revisit the 
work with the children in order to think along with them. And when we think in this 
manner, we inevitably come up with questions. What do we do with these questions? 
Teacher research o�ers a way for us to explore our questions through our practice.

DOCUMENTATION AS TEACHER RESEARCH

What is teacher research, and how might it a�ect our day- to- day lives in the classroom? 
Andrew Stremmel, a professor at South Dakota State University, specializes in teacher 
inquiry and uses Reggio- inspired, inquiry- based approaches to early childhood teacher 
education. He provides a clear and simple de�nition of teacher research:
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When teachers begin to pursue their teaching questions, using methods 
that are meaningful to them for the purpose of improving their teaching 
and children’s learning, they engage in teacher research. Teacher research 
is practice- focused inquiry. Teachers’ research questions emerge from areas 
they consider problematic (i.e., puzzling, intriguing, astonishing) or from 
issues they simply want to know more about. (Stremmel 2012)

Since teacher research usually begins with a question that we would like to an-
swer, we must think about how to formulate that question. Stremmel says that this 
can be challenging, and he suggests discussion with a trusted colleague: “Together, 
pondering and discussing your interests, wonderings, and curiosities can lead to 
great insights and new understandings” (2012).

I propose that documentation, too, can lead us to questions, wonderings, and 
new understandings. And I think that discussing photographs and transcripts of 
children in action before constructing the documentation provides the best results. 
Conversation with trusted peers together with concrete data describing what chil-
dren have been doing often make meaning or understanding easier to achieve. Such 
discussions also inevitably raise further questions, which we can attempt to answer 
through our practice, and so the cycle of inquiry continues.

As we all know, however, teachers get sidetracked easily when we gather to discuss 
ideas and practice. We are sometimes starved for collegial discussion, and this may 
lead our discussions astray. We may �nd a solution to this problem in Ben Mardell 
and Andrée Howard’s article “Inquiry as a Team Sport, in which the authors share 
their experiences with a peer network. �e members of this network meet regularly 
at one another’s centers to discuss ideas, perspectives, and understandings. Mardell 
and Howard describe how a peer network uses documentation along with a protocol 
in which one teacher presents her documentation, poses a question, and then listens:

�e protocol asks participants to separate what they observe from their in-
terpretations and suggestions. �e protocol begins with teachers construct-
ing collective meaning from the documentation. Participants describe their 
own observations regarding the situation presented. Each person brings 
a unique perspective and will notice something di�erent. �en the other 
teachers give suggestions, which are often richer after the close examination 
of the documentation. Second, the presenting teacher is in listening mode 
most of the time. After she presents the context and poses a question, she 
listens. (Mandell and Howard 2012, 13)

Having used this type of protocol in my own practice, I can attest to the fact that 
it does keep participants on track in terms of discussing the documentation at hand, 
and it encourages participants to develop fuller and richer documentation to share. 
Listening to others’ interpretations of one’s work is a valuable learning experience. 
In the case of documentation, this exercise makes clear what is understood (or not 
understood) and how our work is interpreted.
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A Student Teacher’s Research Experience
As I am writing this book, Aya is a second- year student at the Nova Scotia College 
of Early Childhood Education. Aya is interested in documentation as a means to 
understanding children’s thinking and learning. At times, documentation has helped 
her understand how children construct knowledge. In the following documentation, 
we see the deep thinking and learning that Aya underwent as she examined photo-
graphs of children struggling with 3- D and 2- D representation.

Journal: How Do Children Come to Understand 3- D? 
Date: November 15, 2013

In the studio, child T was working on making a house using clay, sticks, 
and other materials. He looked at pictures of an apartment building and 
made an umbrella on the top of the building, as in the illustration, using a 
stick and a gear- shaped item. He then put a rectangle block next to it. For 
him, the block is one of the windows 
in the building. (He pointed to one 
window on the fourth floor.) 

The other child, child M, made 
a house using wood branches, as 
shown in the following picture. He 
looked at a picture of a house and 
used the sticks as walls, a roof, and 
a chimney. He even added a gear on 
the top of the chimney and called it a 
fan for the chimney. 

I learned how children see and think of 3- D objects. Some children pay 
attention to details, and some of them make 2- D representations like child 
M did. I previously thought that it might help children to give them a box 
to make a house, but this experience gave me ideas that asking children to 
actually build a 3- D object could be 
really helpful for children to under-
stand 3- D. If I give them a box to 
make a house, it will be hard to see 
how children struggle to understand 
3- D objects. But if they process their 
thoughts through their own way of 
making 3- D objects, I can then see 
how much they understand, and it 
will help me to help them build a 
better understanding.
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Next, intrigued and puzzled by her questions about how children learn about 3- D, 
Aya o�ered a 3- D puzzle to her children, with the following results:

Journal: How Do Children Come to Understand 3- D? 
Date: November 21, 2013

I offered 3- D block puzzles that had different- shaped block pieces that 
made a 3 × 3 × 3 cube when put together in a certain way. I brought pic-
tures of many possible combinations made from these pieces, so children 
could see what the assembled puzzles should look like. Each block piece 
has a single color. Children seemed to have some difficulty seeing the 2- D 
pictures as 3- D objects. They had a hard time figuring out how to use the 
picture to create a 3 × 3 × 3 cube. Some of them ignored the image and 
kept trying to connect the different 
pieces. Some children put all the 
pieces on the picture so the colors 
matched, but then realized that this 
strategy does not make a cube.

I helped them see the blocks from 
one view, so that it looks like the 
picture. Children had a hard time 
seeing the connection, but once I 
took a photo of the pattern together 
with their arrangement, they realized that theirs did not look like what 
they wanted to make. They then changed the position of the blocks, and I 
took pictures again. They looked at the pictures and changed again until 
they found that it was right! In this process they made a 3- D object, which 
I made into 2- D (a photo) so they could compare what they did in 3- D to 
the 2- D pattern shown on the guide.

Taking pictures of what they did in 3- D space may help them to under-
stand what a 3- D object really looks 
like as a 2- D picture. At the end, 
three children could create the cube 
with my help (asking questions when 
they made a mistake).

Child M said he had successfully 
made shape number twelve using 
blocks. Child M didn’t change his 
mind until he saw this photo. He 
then changed the shape and said 
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�ese pieces of documentation, outlining Aya’s question as well as the child’s 
struggles, enable Aya to see constructivism in action. �ey also allow her to see how 
to answer her own questions about children’s thinking and learning. We see her 
re�ection that simply giving children a cardboard box will not help them build their 
own understanding of 3- D. She o�ers a di�erent material, which encompasses both 
2- D and 3- D shapes, for the children to manipulate. But then, seeing the struggle 
continue, she takes her sca�olding to the next step. She provides photographs (2- D 
representations) as documentation of what the children have actually built for them 
to revisit and consider. A teacher’s question— “How do children learn about 3- D 
shapes?”— is answered through the use of careful thinking together with documen-
tation that can be examined with the child.

More Teachers’ Questions
At Garden Gate Child Development Center in Vineyard Haven, Massachusetts, Leigh 
Ann Yuen and her colleagues have been watching and taking note of the toddlers in 
their care. Leigh Ann’s work is inspired by the practices of Reggio Emilia, and her 
documentation re�ects the thinking of the children and the teachers, using a re�ned 
aesthetic expression.

For an example of how documentation supported Leigh Ann and her colleagues 
in sustaining toddlers’ expression of their thinking, as well as the questions that the 
toddlers’ play generated for teachers, let’s look at how her toddlers engaged in an 
exploration of horses and spinning, provoked by their intimate knowledge of a local 
carousel. Leigh Ann explains in her re�ection how this journey began. Notice that 
throughout her re�ection, questions arise for the teachers. How are these questions 
addressed through practice?

that this time it was just like number twelve. He saw this photo and real-
ized that there was something wrong. 

This is what he made at the end. He looked at the photo and smiled. 
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The Flying Horses Carousel is a historic landmark in our community. It is 
the nation’s oldest platform carousel, and it is a rite of passage for all chil-
dren growing up on Martha’s Vineyard to ride the carousel and ultimately 
grab the brass ring, the coveted prize that earns its holder a free ride. So it 
came as no surprise to me and my coteacher when the children began to 
play out this beloved ride in their dramatic play. One of the two- and- a- half- 
year- olds instructed her friends to “pick a horse” and then sent them off, 
saying, “Thank you and enjoy your ride!” in perfect imitation of the local 
high- schoolers who run the carousel all summer.

We observed this play over several days as more of the toddlers in our 
group realized what was going on in the dramatic play area. We offered 
a roll of tickets and a basket of wooden rings from the block area, and 
the play continued. My coteacher and I were curious. In addition to the 
obvious fun factor, what was it about the carousel that kept these children 
engaged in this play, day after day? The play continued outside with the 
children setting up chairs in the music garden next to the big bell, which 
sounds so much like the bell that signals the start of the carousel ride. 
As we documented the children’s play, we noticed their desire to imitate 
the carousel experience exactly. They wanted the horses, the tickets, the 
music, and the rings. The only thing their imaginary carousel didn’t do 
was spin! We sent out wish lists to parents and scoured the local thrift 
shop for things that spin. We searched for lazy Susans to add to the 
block area, thinking that some children might be interested in building 
carousels that really spun. A lucky donation of a basket full of toy horses 
completed the provocation, and we were eager to see how the children 
would use these new materials. The lazy Susans were a big hit and were 
immediately put to use by every child in turn. In our observations, we saw 
that the horses were seldom used with the spinner, but blocks, race cars, 
toy people, and more were carefully arranged, then spun at varying speeds 
until they blurred into a colorful loop. Spinning itself became the focus of 
our inquiry.

We took the children outside and invited them to explore spinning 
with their bodies. We took our lazy Susans into the studio to explore the 
mechanics of spinning with paint and markers. We pushed the limits with 
giant spin art on a bicycle tire.

In the meantime, some children had discovered the basket of horses, 
and an inquiry began exploring the similarities and differences between 
real horses and carousel horses. A few of our children were interested in 
exploring the differences in the studio and chose to create carousel horses 
with markers, glue, and glitter. By this time, the Flying Horses Carousel 
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had closed for the winter. The chil-
dren were no longer interested in 
playing out this idea in dramatic 
play, but they remained inter-
ested in the carousel itself. It was 
the fanciful, colorful, whimsical 
horses of the carousel that held 
the interest of our horse lovers. 

Three months in, we were still 
trying to answer the question, 
What is it about the Flying Horses 
that has captured the children so 
completely? We invited the tod-
dlers to draw the Flying Horses. 
One of the toddlers eagerly started 
to draw, creating a rapid, spiraling 
drawing, and proudly announced, “Around! Okay! Do you want to see me 
draw ‘around’?” Another child quickly added, “It spins all around!” Other 
children drew series of brass rings. And some refined their drawings of 
horses, using references from the computer to enhance their work. It is 
the details that the children were trying to capture. They were trying to 
re- create the carousel to make it their own. Their relationship with the car-
ousel is an intimate one. This is a dear, familiar friend, a source of excite-
ment and joy, and the children were seeking companionship.
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Spring arrived, and with it the 
reopening of the Flying Horses 
Carousel. The children quickly 
agreed that a field trip to the car-
ousel was in order. Our documen-
tation of this trip had two goals. 
The first was to record all the fine 
details of the carousel itself: the 
antique horses with horsehair 
manes, the 1923 Wurlitzer band 
organ that plays tunes on original 
paper rolls, the white picket fence 
that keeps all the children eagerly 
waiting. The second goal was to 
record the children’s interactions 
with the carousel: their anticipa-
tion in waiting for a horse, their excitement as the starting bell rings, their 
delight as the ride picks up speed.

Throughout the project, our documentation was accessible to the chil-
dren. Displayed in the classroom alongside the children’s artistic interpre-
tations of the carousel, the project documentation prompted questions 
and conversations about the carousel. But it was this new documentation 
of the carousel itself that provoked intense dialogue and drew all the 
children back into the project 100 percent. The documentation became 
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Leigh Ann’s explanation of how the project evolved, meandering among several 
interests connected to the carousel and how it connected reality to fantasy, demon-
strates how documentation supports ongoing deep exploration. She explains this 
process from the teachers’ point of view:

Here, in bulleted form, is how Leigh Ann sees the role documentation played 
throughout this investigation:

 � Documentation was begun in the �rst place to explore the children’s compelling 
interest in the carousel.

 � Documentation of the children’s initial dramatic play illustrated the lack of spin-
ning in their imaginary carousel.

a new voice in our midst. Some of the children, surprisingly, responded 
with uneasiness or apprehension. They said the music had been too loud, 
or the ride had spun too fast. They pointed out the picture of the organ or 
the relatively reassuring bench seats where some of them had snuggled 
in their parents’ laps. When we invited these children to join the others in 
creating our own model of the carousel, they agreed, but they held tight to 
the documentation to help them articulate their own needs and desires in 
its construction.

It became clear to us that each of the children had a deep emotional 
bond with the carousel. In creating our model, the children returned time 
and time again to the documentation to check the details, to represent the 
carousel with the accuracy of their imaginations, to blend their reality with 
their fantasy. This was the answer to our question; this was the real reason 
the play persisted. The Flying Horses Carousel was an established play-
mate. The consistency of its details was a comfort to the young children 
who encountered it time and time again, and the magic of the ride was of 
their own making.

Our documentation throughout this project, from October to April 
and beyond, helped us as teachers frame questions about the children’s 
play; evaluate strategies for deepening exploration; engage in meaningful 
conversations with children, parents, and other teachers; and extend the 
project work over several months’ time. As a result, we gained greater 
insight into the emotional lives of our children.
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 � Documentation of play with lazy Susans led teachers in a new direction, exploring 
the mechanics of spinning.

 � Documentation of the children’s play with horses returned our thoughts to the 
carousel project and highlighted the children’s interest in fantasy thinking.

 � Documentation of children’s drawings of the Flying Horses illustrated the chil-
dren’s interests in the details of the carousel and the di�erences between real 
and fantasy horses.

 � Documentation of the �eld trip to the Flying Horses Carousel became a powerful 
communication tool for children and teachers.

Within this list, we can see how the documentation made visible the spiral ef-
fect of sca�olding. �e children moved from the carousel to spinning to horses to 
exploring fantasy and reality, then back to the carousel for a visit to the real place 
where the whole exploration began. �roughout, the documentation helped focus 
and clarify the teachers’ thinking and responses, sometimes leading them to pause 
and re�ect once more and to develop more questions about the children’s intentions.

Some people outside our profession may question whether very young children 
can engage in such deep exploration, yet documentation shows that indeed they 
can. Documentation makes children’s competence visible and strengthens our image 
of them.

THE PEDAGOGY OF LISTENING

“�e pedagogy of listening,” a phrase coined by Carlina Rinaldi, president of Reggio 
Children and professor of pedagogy at the University of Modena and Reggio Emilia, 
may at �rst lead us to think about listening in the traditional, familiar sense; that is, 
we listen to what we hear. But Rinaldi takes us further than that. She de�nes listen-
ing in a much broader and deeper sense. In her article “�e Pedagogy of Listening: 
�e Listening Perspective from Reggio Emilia” (2001), Rinaldi describes the many 
meanings of listening:

 � a way of connecting to others

 � listening with all our senses

 � recognizing the many ways in which people use varied languages, symbols, and 
codes to express themselves

 � internal listening

 � listening generated by curiosity, desire, doubt, and uncertainty

 � listening as producing questions rather than answers
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 � listening as giving an interpretation 

 � listening as the basis for any learning relationship

As I read this list of de�nitions of listening, I was drawn to the many connections 
between Rinaldi’s descriptions of listening and the ways in which documentation 
enables us to listen to children. When we are documenting, for instance,

 � we connect with children,

 � we recognize the many ways in which they express themselves (their languages),

 � we are �lled with curiosity, desire, and sometimes doubt,

 � we produce questions in response to our intense listening,

 � we try to interpret, and

 � our careful listening deepens our relationships with children.

Rinaldi goes on to say:

In addition to o�ering support and mediation to the children, the teacher 
who knows how to observe, document and interpret these processes will 
realize his or her own full potential as a learner— in this case, learning how 
to teach. Documentation can be seen as visible listening: it ensures listening 
and being listened to by others. (Rinaldi 2001)

Documentation at its best is a process that spirals upward to higher forms of 
listening, thinking, and learning for all the people involved. It begins with the chil-
dren, then moves to the teachers as we respond to the children’s work with interest, 
questions, and careful observation. It moves back again to the children, as teachers 
explore with them, looking for meaning and co- constructing knowledge through 
further conversations or invitations to action. �en the teachers engage in more 
thinking, as we try to construct visible traces of the work. �en the process moves 
outward to families or colleagues, as we share the children’s and teachers’ thinking 
and actions. Perhaps it moves back to teachers and children again, as we gather 
responses from readers of the documentation. What have they heard us say? What 
have they understood?

Documentation is not a simple process. Yet it has the power to sustain and inspire 
us and to support the growth of everyone who is involved with it— the children who 
begin the process, their families who share in the work, and the teachers who work so 
hard and think so deeply in order to make it all happen. Pedagogical documentation 
is collaborative, and we all share in its rewards of ful�llment, understanding, and 
continued growth.
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INVITATION TO EXPLORE

As you travel further on your documentation journey, here are some questions to 
consider as starting points in deciding what to document:

 � What do you wonder? �at is, what do you �nd puzzling, intriguing, surpris-
ing, or just plain interesting? How will you present these intriguing events or 
thoughts to others?

 � How will you use documentation as a part of your own learning? Do you have 
questions and some hypotheses about teaching and learning that you can make 
visible through documentation of your teacher research? 

 � Where will you begin your documentation journey?
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