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Abstract 
In this article, I draw from a recent research project that examined how a 
reconceptualized notion of leadership in early childhood education (ECE) is enacted 
through the practice of pedagogical narration. Pedagogical narration involves a process 
through which early childhood educators create and share narratives about significant 
pedagogical occurrences with children from their early childhood settings with the 
purpose of engaging others in critical dialogue where construction of children’s identities 
and the values embedded in ECE practices are made visible and open for disputation and 
renewal. Here I present a particular dimension of leadership enactment that is associated 
with the practice of pedagogical narration, and I relate this leadership to thinking in 
moments of not knowing. By providing an example of how leadership was enacted, I 
wish to illuminate the potentiality of the practice of pedagogical narration to orient 
educators toward complexity and thinking that is triggered by encounters with 
unexpected pedagogical situations. Such encounters have the potential to initiate 
educational judgment that is inspired by events and not by following known rules and 
standards. They invite thinking beyond generalizations and clichés and they orient future 
(more) responsive and ethically rich pedagogical ventures in ECE contexts. 
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Pedagogical practices and relations in early childhood education can easily 
become sedimented in routinized ways of acting and responding, sinking into what the 
philosopher Hannah Arendt (1963/1977) called “habits of thoughtlessness.” In this article 
I argue that the practice of pedagogical narration, especially when it is attentive to and 
dwells on unexpected events that unfold in early childhood contexts, opens up a space 
where new insights about the complexities of teaching and children’s ways of being can 
emerge. These insights, made visible through the process of pedagogical narration, have 
the potential to orient the ECE community toward thinking that moves beyond 
generalizations and clichés, because being attentive to unexpected events necessitates 
creative thought and unprecedented pedagogical responses. Here I see the potential of 
pedagogical narration to contribute to a reconceptualized notion of leadership in early 
childhood education, in particular, through a dimension of leadership I call thinking in 
moments of not knowing. 

Pedagogical narration is a term that we use in British Columbia to describe a 
process through which early childhood educators document (by means of photography, 
video or audio recording, and collection of children’s creations) and then share narratives 
about significant pedagogical occurrences from their early childhood settings with the 
purpose of engaging others (children, colleagues, parents) in critical dialogue where 
assumptions about early childhood pedagogical practices and children’s identities are 
made visible and open for disputation and renewal. The practice of pedagogical 
narrations has been adapted from similar pedagogical tools, such as pedagogical 
documentation (Rinaldi, 2006), practiced in the pre-primary schools of Reggio Emilia, 
and learning stories (Carr, 2001), a practice that is used in early childhood settings in 
New Zealand. Recently, practices such as pedagogical documentation, learning stories, 
and pedagogical narration have arisen, not only as innovative pedagogical practices, but 
also as a site for resisting universalized and taken-for-granted views of “doing” early 
childhood education (Carr, 2001; Dahlberg & Moss, 2005; Rinaldi, 2006).  

The Study 

Context and Purpose  

The urgency of investigating leadership in the early childhood arena rises due to 
the fact that the field of ECE is presently confronted with unprecedented political 
attention both locally and internationally (Langford, 2010; McTavish, 2012; Organisation 
for Economic Cooperation and Development, 2006). Over the last decade, national and 
provincial governments in a significant number of countries, including Canada, have 
created centralized early childhood curricula documents and have established closer 
structural relationships between early childhood and the formal education system. The 
changes that take place at the policy/political level raise new questions about the 
possibility and responsibility of early childhood educators to enact leadership by taking a 
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stance and becoming active participants in change rather than “just observers of this 
moment in the field’s evolution” (Goffin & Washington, 2007, p. 3).  

Yet leadership, when understood conventionally, has had troubled relations with 
the field of ECE. Traditional views of leadership, namely, forms of leadership that are 
associated with administrative approaches, hierarchical structures, and a position that is 
typically held by a male figure are deemed by early childhood educators as antithetical to 
the collaborative and relational “nature” of the early childhood profession (Hard, 2005; 
Rodd, 1997; Woodrow & Busch, 2008). An additional challenge to leadership in ECE is 
linked with the gendered nature of the profession. Most persons working in early 
childhood are women (Muijs et al., 2004). Relatedly, the professional identity of the early 
childhood educator has been constructed on notions of “caring” and “niceness,” rather 
than on taking a stance or articulating one’s position in public (Fasoli, Scrivens, & 
Woodrow, 2007; Grieshaber, 2001; Hard, 2005; Rodd, 1997). Therefore, I argue that 
there is a need to develop and investigate alternative frameworks for ECE leadership, 
frameworks that expand not only the notion of leadership but also the identities of the 
early childhood professional. 

The study’s purpose, then, was to explore the possibility of the practice of 
pedagogical narrations for reconstituting ECE educational leadership. More specifically, 
this research project focused on studying the leadership potential that the practice of 
pedagogical narration holds because it positions early childhood educators as narrators or 
storytellers who can instigate (with the narrations) public conversations that complicate 
and broaden the discussion about early education and the images of young children. The 
study also explored what new possibilities for leadership identities arise when early 
childhood educators provoke others to think and talk about narratives that relate 
significant pedagogical events from their ECE settings. The study is anchored in the 
belief that a different conceptualization of leadership produces different possibilities for 
action in the world (Mackler, 2008). 

Theoretical Framework 

Hannah Arendt’s (1906–1975) mediation on political theory acted as a rich 
conceptual reservoir for this study, because Arendt associated political action with acts of 
storytelling or narration in the public sphere. It is important to note that, for Arendt, 
storytelling was not about self-expression or transmission of values and knowledge; 
rather, “storytelling was about telling a provocative story that stirs people to think what 
they are doing” (Disch, 1994). According to Arendt, stories, once they are told and made 
public, gain the potential to expand the web of human relations by revealing the plurality 
of perspectives on a common public matter. Thus, narratives illuminate the contingency 
and complexity of our human condition, and as such, they reinstate possibilities for 
renewal or change.  
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From this premise, we can begin to imagine ECE leadership that is manifested in 
the willingness of the educator to speak and act, or to tell a provocative story in a public 
forum. Hence, in the study, acts of leadership were linked with early childhood educators 
taking on the position of narrators and initiators of dialogue and critical reflection about 
possible meanings of stories pertaining to significant events from children’s lived 
experiences.  

Methods 

A view of leadership as associated with storytelling and dialogue entailed 
examining acts of leadership in relation to, and within, the context of communities. 
Therefore, I employed a qualitative multiple case study method (Stake, 2006). I studied 
how pedagogical narration and its leadership potential was enacted across four early 
childhood settings: preschool (private, part time, two educators), childcare (private, full 
day, a team of educators), StrongStart (public, drop in, single educator), and parent co-op 
(private, part time, single educator working with parents).  

Data Sources and Analysis  

Multiple data-gathering strategies were used; they included (a) observations of 
occasions when pedagogical narrations were shared with either children, colleagues, or 
parents, (b) interviews with six early childhood educators who acted as key participants 
about the practice of pedagogical narrations, and (c) samples of pedagogical narrations 
collected from each site. Data collection lasted for the period of a school year.  

In the analysis process I used concepts from Arendt’s political theory, especially 
those related to narration as political action, to deepen and complicate the meanings of 
themes identified in the data. The generative relation between the themes and Arendtian 
concepts helped me identify significant leadership events. These leadership events 
illuminated the potential of pedagogical narration for enacting leadership through 
reconstituting ECE as a public space, mitigating habits of thoughtlessness, and 
pluralizing the identities of children.  

Thinking and ECE Leadership  

In this article I focus on one dimension of the leadership enactment identified in 
the study: leadership enactment that is related to mitigating habits of thoughtlessness. To 
establish my argument, I begin by discussing the troubled relationships between the act of 
thinking and the traditional image of the early childhood educator. I continue by 
elaborating on Arendt’s contention that thinking is intricately related to our responsibility 
to respond to what emerges as “new” and unprecedented, and I introduce her metaphor of 
“the wind of thought.” I then explain how two themes that I identified in the data—
striving for complexity and valuing surprise—are linked with Arendt’s view of thinking 
and with a new way of conceptualizing ECE leadership. To ground my argument further, 
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I present an example of leadership enactment from the childcare site, where Erin, one of 
the key participants, provoked her colleagues “to think what they are doing” by creating a 
pedagogical narration that illuminated the impossibility to know a child. 

The Changing Image of the Early Childhood Educator 

In the realm of ECE, a new image of the early childhood educator as a researcher 
and reflective thinker has emerged in the scholarly literature (Grieshaber & Cannella, 
2001; MacNaughton, 2003a; Moss, 2006; Nimmo & Park, 2009), ECE research projects 
(MacNaughton, 2005; Pence & Pacini-Ketchabaw, 2010), and, more recently, in ECE 
policy documents (see, for example, The BC Early Learning Framework, Government of 
British Columbia, 2008). With the introduction of critical theories into ECE pedagogical 
thought, a shift in the image of the early childhood educator has been advanced with the 
purpose of contesting traditional, dominant, and gendered images of early childhood 
educators. These traditional images (which still haunt the field) portrayed early childhood 
educators as substitute mothers who rely for their practice on “innate” and “natural” 
“motherly intuitions” (Moss, 2006). Viewed from this perspective, little attention, 
expectation, or recognition has been given to the intellectual engagement required on the 
part of educators who work with very young children (Dalli, 2001; Grieshaber, 2001; 
Moss, 2006; Nimmo & Park, 2009).  

Relatedly, early childhood educators have been positioned as consumers and 
implementers of external theories, especially theories of child development that have 
been cemented into ECE training programs and are required knowledge for ECE 
licensure (Langford, 2006, 2008). Recently, MacNaughton (2003b) and others (e.g., 
Cannella, 1997) have challenged the idea that there is an objective body of early 
childhood knowledge that educators can use to guide their practice. This critical position 
opened new paths for thinking about how early childhood educators can make 
meaningful contributions to understanding ECE by raising and responding to questions 
about their practice while creating new, more complex meanings for themselves and 
others. In discussing the teacher as a researcher, Rinaldi (2006) urges early childhood 
educators to become searchers of the meanings of teaching and of being a teacher. She 
defines research in practice as a generative force that mitigates a routinized way of 
existence through bringing newness and uniqueness to the daily pedagogical work. 

Newly emerging images of early childhood educators as researchers and critical 
thinkers broaden and extend possibilities for educators to see themselves beyond those 
who apply theories and policies developed somewhere else. This study contributed and 
extended these emerging images for early childhood educators by arguing that the notion 
of the early childhood educator as a thinker can and should be linked with a 
reconceptualized notion of leadership in ECE. In particular, the study demonstrated that 
educators could stir in others “the wind of thought” with pedagogical narrations that 
engage with moments of not knowing.  
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Thinking with Arendt’s Wind of Thought 

What begins as wonder ends in perplexity and thence leads back to 
wonder. How marvelous that men can perform courageous or just deeds 
even though they do not know, can give no account of, what courage and 
justice are. 
~ Hannah Arendt (1978) 

Thinking, critical understanding, and reflective judgment played an important part 
in Arendt’s political theory. Two particular aspects of her reflections about thinking are 
central to this article: her insight about the danger of thoughtlessness and her insistence 
on the significance of the experience of thinking—as a critical and inventive activity—in 
moments of crisis in understanding, or, in what Arendt (1990) called moments of not-
knowing.  

Arendt (1978) felt compelled to write about the activities of thinking as a 
response to her controversial yet insightful interpretation of the trial of Adolf Eichmann, 
one of the leading officers responsible for the extermination of Jewish communities 
during the Holocaust. As a reporter for The New York Times in 1963, Arendt covered 
Eichmann’s trial. She characterized his actions as a manifestation of “the banality of evil” 
(Arendt, 1963/1977). In contrast with the line of argument that the Israeli persecutor put 
forth in the trial, namely, that Eichmann was a monstrous, evil man, Arendt, who found 
Eichmann to be a shallow, “ordinary” man, posited that it was Eichmann’s inability to 
think, or his thoughtlessness, that enabled him to participate in atrocities of such 
magnitude. Arendt argued that Eichmann’s line of defence that he was simply following 
orders and routine procedures, as well as his consistent use of cliché-ridden language, 
pointed to a phenomenon that is even more alarming than the crimes of a disturbed, cruel 
murderer. She postulated that the human capacity to act thoughtlessly (when one acts as a 
cog in a machine) is a phenomenon that is not only “normal” or “banal,” but can also 
become prevalent under certain social and political conditions. Her shocking realization 
about the potential consequences of the habit of thoughtlessness propelled Arendt (1978) 
to wonder and write about the relation between the activity of thinking (the habit of 
examining whatever happens to pass or attract attention) and judgment (an ethical 
response-ability to whatever happens).  

Relatedly, the concept of “understanding” accompanied Arendt’s work since the 
rise of totalitarianism regimes. Arendt saw understanding as a complicated yet necessary, 
unending process that is “distinctive from correct information and scientific knowledge” 
(Arendt, 1994, p. 307). Most significantly, Arendt’s own commitment to try to 
understand the phenomenon of totalitarianism and, more broadly, her commitment to the 
project of understanding “whatever happened” implied a particular relation with the 
world, a relation of responsibility for the world through a process of reconciliation with a 
reality that is always “coming out of order” (Arendt, 1994, p. 308). Therefore, we may 
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say that Arendt insisted on our responsibility to understand an unknowable world, and 
while understanding produces “unequivocal results,” it creates a kind of resourcefulness 
as it prepares us for judgment and action in moments of uncertainty.  

The responsibility to try to understand as a process of reconciliation with and 
responsibility for the world depends on the activity of thinking. For Arendt, thinking, or 
the “wind of thought,” emerges as a response to an encounter with an unexpected event 
or the new. Thinking is an activity that is demanded when we experience a crisis in 
understanding—“when the event we try to understand deprived us of our traditional ways 
of understanding” (Arendt, 1994, p. 310) and our “categories and standards of judgment 
collapse” (p. 313). This necessitates what Arendt called thinking “without a banister” or 
“beyond what we know,” as Bernstein (2000, p. 283) put it. In other words, when we give 
our thinking attention to events that disrupt our understanding, we are confronted with 
not knowing and we are propelled to seek the meaning of the phenomena and events in 
their uniqueness and contingency; it is in these moments that thinking gains its ethical 
and political significance (Bernstein, 2000, p. 289), because we do not subsume the 
particular event under a general rule, and thus we create a possibility for a new 
understanding. Moreover, Arendt (1978) argues that thinking is self-destructive: once we 
think we have grasped something, it dissolves again into perplexities and, as Arendt 
suggests, the best we can do with these perplexities is to “share them with each other” 
(Arendt, 1978, p. 175). Thinking is thus a kind of an awakening that orients us back to 
the world, toward others, and thus it highlights our interdependency.  

Thinking with Arendt’s thinking helped me to theorize how and why the practice 
of pedagogical narration has potential for reconceptualizing ECE leadership. More 
specifically, in what follows, I argue that leadership emerged when educators’ experience 
of not knowing was conceived, not as a failure but as an opportunity to be stirred by the 
“wind of thought” and to share “perplexities” with others through pedagogical narratives. 
When moments of perplexity are offered to the community in the process of pedagogical 
narration, the community is “forced” to think about the unpredictable and contingent 
nature of our lives and to find together new meanings, new realities, and new 
relationships in a world that, for the most part, desires control, predictability, and 
knowing.  

Pedagogical Narrations, Surprise, and Complexity 

Striving for Complexity  

Pedagogical narrations are distinguished from traditional child observation and 
representation methods that sought to produce an objective account of children’s 
behaviour, development, and learning (Dahlberg, Moss, & Pence, 2007). In contrast, 
pedagogical narrations, as an alternative approach to child’s observation, do not pretend 
to describe reality or the child objectively. The practice of pedagogical narration involves 
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complex interpretive work on the part of the educator and her community. While the 
practice of pedagogical narration creates fertile conditions for thinking and complexity, it 
also burdens educators with the responsibility to make choices about both the content 
(what to document) and process (how to interpret) of the pedagogical narration (Dahlberg 
et al., 2007). As such, it has ethically laden implications.  

Being aware of the demands that pedagogical narrations make as a practice 
situated within interpretative and emergentist framework, the participating educators in 
the study talked about the challenges they encountered while attempting to deepen and 
broaden their interpretive repertoire about the documented events. In the interviews, the 
educators emphasized how the practice of pedagogical narrations required a higher level 
of complexity as they moved from thinking about pedagogical narration as a mere 
descriptive account of what happened to a more interpretative framework.  

For example, Karen, the key participant from the parent co-op site, discussed how 
her practice of pedagogical narration had changed from the first attempts, which included 
placing photos of children with little sticky notes under them on the classroom walls to 
engaging in extended processes of conversation for a number of months with children, 
parents, and colleagues about a documented event. Through these conversations, readings 
of contemporary ECE scholarly work, writing, and presenting narrations in public events, 
Karen’s understanding of the possibilities of the practice of pedagogical narration 
widened when she began to see that pedagogical narrations could be part of a bigger 
political project that sought to shift traditional conceptions of childhood and education. 

Across all sites, pedagogical narration was linked with the act of thinking. Erin, a 
key participant from the childcare site, also saw the process of creating a pedagogical 
narration as an opportunity to engage more deeply with her practice. For Erin, this desire 
for engaging with complexity in one’s practice involved a demanding and yet 
exhilarating intellectual work, or, as Erin put it, “it is a process of real thinking about 
what it is that you are seeing [in the documented material].” Deep engagement with her 
practice through pedagogical narrations was important to Erin because, not unlike 
Arendt’s concerns about the dangers of thoughtlessness and shallowness, Erin was 
concerned that “we are on automatic pilot all the time, we just move from A to B and you 
multi-task.” Similarly, when I asked Camille, a key participant from the childcare site, 
how working with pedagogical narrations affected her, she said, “I am thinking about 
what I am doing and why I am doing that. Whereas before it was like, this is what we are 
doing, you get caught in the wheel and you are just going through the motion.” 

Despite the educators’ passion for thinking and complexity, their comments also 
reflected the difficulty in responding to the demands that the practice of pedagogical 
narration presented. Laura, the key participant from the StrongStart site, expressed this 
powerfully: 
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If you asked me a year ago about pedagogical narration I felt much more 
sure of myself, whereas now I have more questions and thoughts about the 
words I am using in my narration. ‘What am I trying to say?’ ‘Who is the 
audience?’ ‘Am I reflecting on my own practice?’  

Rather than taking Laura’s comment negatively, I would like to suggest that this 
quote actually strengthens the argument that the practice of pedagogical narration acts as 
an ongoing provocation of thought.  

Valuing Surprise  

In relation to the educators’ desire for complexity was the finding that rather than 
using pedagogical narrations for assessment or representation of children’s development 
based on predefined outcomes, most of the pedagogical narration samples collected in the 
study were narratives that were initiated as a response to events that the educators chose 
to document because of their quality of surprise or unexpectedness and due to their 
capacity to evoke wonder and questions. By choosing to document unexpected events, 
the educators participating in this study opened up possibilities to think about education 
through what Osberg and Biesta (2008) call the “‘logic’ of emergence” (p. 313). From an 
“emergentist” (p. 313) conception of education, knowledge does not exist prior to our 
participatory actions, and every meaning that emerges in these actions can be understood 
as “uniquely new, something which has not been in the world before” (p. 313). More 
significantly, Osberg and Biesta argue that the logic of emergence also applies to human 
subjectivity. In other words, when the educational space is open to the emergence of 
unknown meanings, it also opens up possibilities for the unknown uniqueness of the child 
(and the educator) to emerge.  

From this premise, ECE leadership was enacted when educators complicated the 
pedagogical scene in ways that kept open the possibility for the event of the emergence of 
meanings and identities. Leadership was also enacted when moments of crisis in 
understanding (which are abundant in educational contexts due to the unpredictability of 
learning and the messiness of classroom practice, as Osberg and Biesta emphasize) were 
made visible and foci for thought. Leadership, from this angle, is about making visible 
the unpredictability, creativity, and messiness of the lived experience in the classroom as 
a vibrant context for experimentation, rather than an attempt to mask or conceal them. 

Within the context of this study, being intrigued and surprised by what children 
had done or said played a significant role in the practice of pedagogical narration and 
leadership enactment. The key participants in this study described their initial moment of 
decision to document an event as a response to something that took them by surprise. 
Moss (2006) argues that a view of the early childhood educator as researcher means that 
the educator “is open to, indeed welcomes, the unexpected, that which takes her by 
surprise and by so doing provokes new thought that requires valuing doubt and 
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uncertainty” (p. 36). Connections between initiating pedagogical narrations and being 
surprised by children’s actions and words were mentioned during the interviews across 
all sites. For example, this is how Laura, the key participant from the StrongStart site, 
described what prompted her to document an event:  

I think in all of them [all the pedagogical narrations she had created] it’s 
been—the child had said something and that is what put me into that 
space ’cause it made me pause and think something that is different, 
something that is intriguing for them to say that I wouldn’t normally 
anticipate … as well as where is this going to go? So that’s where it seems 
to have been. I have found when children say something or I see them do 
something different, it puts me in the space of curiosity.  

It is the connections that Laura and the other study participants made between 
being surprised and thinking that I want to emphasize here. Mackler (2010), inspired by 
Arendt, reminds us that “without unpredictability, there is no need to think” (p. 519). For 
Arendt, as we have seen, thinking is something that happens to us—it is stirred by the 
“wind of thinking” that arises when we encounter the unexpected (Arendt, 1978, pp. 174–
175). It is inaugurated in the moment when something new gains the possibility to come 
into the world and surprise us. Jerome Kohn (1990) explains this as follows:  

What Arendt demands of everyone is, of course, nonspecialized, 
noncognitive thinking, stopping whatever we are doing to tell a story, for 
instance, in order to shed a circle of light on an incident, giving it a point 
of meaning, and remaining bound to it ‘as a circle remains bound to its 
focus.’ Such an incident is ‘often ordinary and common and … the 
common and the ordinary must remain our primary concern, the daily food 
of our thought—if only because it is from them that the uncommon and 
extraordinary emerge. (p. 118) 

Seen from this angle, thinking cannot be anticipated; it needs a space where the 
unexpected, the surprise, is welcomed. It is here that a new possibility for leadership with 
pedagogical narrations emerges when the educator gains the possibility to engage her 
community in narratives about moments of surprise that make room for disrupting 
thinking-as-usual. In the following section, I describe how leadership was enacted when 
Erin, a key participant from the childcare site, “put wonder to work” as she initiated 
thinking-bound-to-an-event in the process of creating pedagogical narrations.  

“The Music of Childhood” and Leadership Enactment as Thinking in Moments of 
Not Knowing  

The pedagogical narration called “The Music of Childhood” focused on young 
children’s unique relationships with sounds. It was initiated by Erin, one of the key 
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participants from the childcare site. Erin was completely surprised and deeply moved 
when she accidentally observed Neal, a two-year-old boy, creating music through 
rhythmic movements on the childcare playground. To invent his melody, Neal used a 
shovel to create the sound of gravel patter on the plastic slide, which he then followed by 
a patterned stomping on the ground with his rubber boots. Counter to Erin’s expectation 
that children respond to music or sound when it comes from the outside, Neal seemed to 
have created music from within, in complete silence. Because of this encounter with 
Neal, Erin began an extended process of research about how the toddlers at the childcare 
centre, but also human beings in general, interact with and respond to sounds. Rather than 
using a camera to record children’s experiences, Erin and her colleagues used a tape 
recorder to capture sounds that the children encountered and responded to during the day, 
which they later listened to with the children in order to revisit the sound experiences. 
This process led to numerous new insights about the role that sounds play in young 
children’s lives, which were collected into a pedagogical narration. But for Erin, the 
research was not only about sounds or the music of childhood.  

Because the encounter with Neal’s musicality was so profound for her, Erin 
talked about this narration as “an invitation to pause and look for meanings about 
everything.” She became fascinated with “big” questions. In her reflection about Neal’s 
music experience that was at the centre of the narration, and later during discussions with 
her colleagues, Erin brought up questions such as, “What is musicality” “Where does it 
come from?” “What drives us as creative human beings?” and “What are we doing and 
for what purpose?” By posing these big questions, Erin opened up a space for herself and 
her colleagues to think, and indeed profound insights about children and about 
themselves as educators emerged, especially during the team meeting Erin organized with 
the other teachers and the centre director to discuss “The Music of Childhood.” During 
the educators’ meeting about the narration, Erin shared with her colleagues that what she 
realized from her reflection about Neal’s response to sound was that she did not (and 
probably cannot) know him. In Erin’s words:  

What do I know about Neal? What do I know about him? You never know 
what the child’s potential is. And we think that we are doing one thing and 
they may be doing something completely different.  

When Erin brought up this complex idea of the impossibility of knowing a child 
during the meeting with her team, Elana, an educator from the childcare site, was deeply 
moved by it, and she had a profound insight about our inability to fully know “who” the 
child is: 

I wanted to say one more thing about the responsibility that, Erin, you 
mentioned. When we observe kids and we learn about them and we want 
to know when they are doing something, what does it actually mean? And 
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I feel that we will never know, because at some point it is also so private. I 
mean, we are responsible for them, we have to take care of them, but they 
also have their inner world that we have to—of course it is important that 
we speak with them, and we ask them, we teach them how to communicate, 
but sometimes it’s just things we will never know; it’s mysterious, like all 
of us (laughs). It will always be a mystery. That’s why in education we 
always change … because we always try to get to this mystery point.  

Within the space of suspense that the narration had created, Erin and the other 
educators at the childcare centre were granted an opportunity to experience a kind of not 
knowing, a break with established formulations about how educational responses should 
be enacted. 

Biesta (2006) maintains that we are trapped in a way of thinking about education 
as a process through which we predefine what kind of human we want to “produce.” He 
further argues that for education to be an ethical pursuit, we need to leave the question of 
what it means to be human “as a radically open question, a question that can only be 
answered—and has to be answered again and again” (p. 151, original emphasis); this 
means that we need to recognize that we cannot assume that we can fully grasp or know 
the child. Seeing education from this perspective entails that the “responsibility of the 
educator is a responsibility for what is to come, without knowledge of what is to come” 
(Biesta, 2006, p. 148). Biesta, inspired by Arendt, contends that moments of not knowing 
are crucial if we are to experience education as a political practice, because the 
experience of not knowing is what gives rise to “seeing” something—children, parents, 
educators, or a phenomenon—in different and unique ways, inaugurating plurality and 
multiplicity. Dahlberg and Moss (2005) similarly note that while pedagogy is constituted 
in relationships, within this relationship there is a paradox—on one hand, the welcoming 
and being together with the child, and on the other, holding a space for distinction “to 
enable the possibility of difference” (p. 93). The child becomes a “stranger,” or “a 
newcomer,” to use Arendt’s term, and “not a known quantity through classifying systems 
and normative practices” (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005, p. 93).  

ECE scholar Bronwyn Davies (2010) writes about pedagogical documentation (a 
practice similar to pedagogical narration, as noted above) as a “practice of open listening” 
(p. 124) and a “creative engagement with the not-yet-known” (p. 120). According to 
Davies, the most challenging aspect of the practice of documentation is to sustain it as a 
force that “facilitates the emergence of the not-yet-known” (p. 124), because all too often 
pedagogical narration can become simply the “shaping” of something that the 
documenter/narrator had set out to document in advance. With her provocative questions, 
Erin challenged herself and her colleagues to meaningfully engage with open questions, 
such as, “What does it mean to respond to a child we cannot know?” and “How do we 
exist with children?” In doing so, Erin enacted leadership by inviting her colleagues to 
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“stay alert” (Biesta, 2006, p. 151) and to see and listen to children, to each other, and to 
their practice in a new way. This “newness” was evident in the way that childcare 
teachers Sonam, Uyen, and Elana talked about how they all-of-a-sudden thought about 
children and sounds in a completely different way. Elana went as far as saying that now 
she understood sound “as a new language.” But more profound was the educators’ 
encounter with not knowing.  

Arendt (1990), referring to Socrates, explains that when the statement “I know 
that I do not know” (p. 437) comes from a state of wonder (not expressed in terms of lack 
of scientific answers), it loses its dry negativity, because 

it is from the actual experience of not-knowing, in which one of the basic 
aspects of the human condition on earth reveals itself, that the ultimate 
questions arise—not from the rationalized, demonstrable fact that there are 
things man does not know, which believers in progress hope to see fully 
amended one day, or which positivists may discard as irrelevant. In asking 
the ultimate, unanswerable questions, man establishes himself as a 
question-asking being. (p. 437) 

Thus, awareness of the impossibility of knowing the child is not a failure. Erin 
took this realization seriously and articulated it beautifully. Rather than thinking about 
not knowing a child as a flaw in her ECE practice, she saw it as a motivation to come 
together and dialogue more about how we see children from our different points of view, 
asking,  

What do we know? Are we just doing something exploratory, repeating it 
again and again? What do we really know? So the observation is a big 
part of it and the open-mindedness is a big part and the discussion among 
us, because we may see things in totally different eyes and this sharing of 
what you see and what I see is important, it’s essential. And we might see 
it the next day all of us differently because something came up. So 
sometimes just talking about an issue creates a shift for something. I 
noticed that the shift sometimes happens after discussion and awareness. 
And you don’t even know how to explain it.  

I cannot imagine a more profound connection between the practice of pedagogical 
narration and leadership than the process that is articulated so eloquently in the quote 
above. It is precisely in the moment that we encounter not knowing that responsibility as 
understanding an unknowable world and an unknowable other is widened by inviting 
others to think with us in moments of crisis in understanding. In this way, understanding 
becomes “the other side of action” (Arendt, 1994, p. 321), because thinking holds the 
possibility to make a new beginning, to experience freedom, and to bring out the 
significance of the new (p. 320).  
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Discussion 

In this article, I proposed that to think about ECE leadership in relation to the 
practice of pedagogical narration means to think about leaders not as those who already 
know and impart knowledge to everyone else, but rather, as those who alert others to the 
necessity to think in moments of not knowing. The practice of pedagogical narration 
triggered in educators an attunement to unexpected events that punctured a hole in 
ordinary understanding, and thus required complex, interpretive response. While 
pedagogical narrations have a unique potential to mitigate thoughtlessness, the 
complexity of the response to an event hinges on the capacity to see its significance, to 
make it a material for stirring the wind of thought, and to take a courageous step into the 
unknown. Erin enacted leadership when her encounter with moments in which she 
experienced not knowing (such as the encounter with Neal’s musicality) became a site for 
stirring the wind of thinking in others as a search for meaning and a creative disruptive 
understanding.  

Moreover, by sharing her perplexities with others and by asking questions of 
meaning that were inspired by her engagement with pedagogical narrations, Erin invited 
others to reflect with her on the ethical significance of the unexpected events. In doing so, 
Erin awakened others to their responsibility for a world that we cannot know but 
nonetheless are moved to preserve by thoughtfully responding to the appearance of 
something new and surprising. Her understanding that each one of her colleagues has 
something valuable to contribute to our collective, albeit temporary, understanding meant 
that leadership became a process of widening and deepening, not of finding a single 
answer.  

Rinaldi (2006), a pedagogical leader from Reggio Emilia, brings an additional 
dimension into the conversation about the unexpected. She discusses the moment of 
initiation of pedagogical documentation (or pedagogical narration) as noticing a gap 
between our expectations and the actual event, or between the inherent (known) meaning 
and the emerging (unknown) meaning. She conceptualizes this gap as freedom and refers 
to these moments as “moments of freedom.” Rinaldi claims that freedom “lies in this 
space between the predictable and the unexpected” (p. 70). 

I am intrigued by Rinaldi’s provocative proposition that it is the experience of 
freedom that lies in the “gap between the expected and the unpredictable,” because in the 
current neoliberal political climate, where more regulations are put in place for education 
and teachers (Davies & Bansel, 2007), we need educational leadership for creating 
experiences of pedagogical freedom. I wonder if engagement with pedagogical narrations 
as encounters with not knowing may occasion this kind of thinking/freedom relation. 
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