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Abstract 

Criticality is one of the UNESCO key competencies (Rieckmann, 2018) and its 
instruction to children is encouraged from a young age (e.g. Lai, 2011) as by the 
age of 4 they have necessary cognitive capacities (Schleihauf et al., 2022). Viewing 
instruction as a nexus of practice (Scollon & Scollon, 2004), the aim of this article 
is to trace how reported instances of criticality instruction for 6-year-olds are 
discursively connected to the national policy of each Nordic country in the nexus 
of practice. In doing so, the article maps how the higher and lower scales 
(Blommaert, 2007) of criticality instruction intersect in the chosen nexus of 
practice (cf. Hult, 2010) by examining criticality (instruction) conceptions in the 
national educational policy in each Nordic country and by identifying incidents 
of scale jumping in regard to criticality (instruction) in the Nordic published 
empirical research. The collected data include the policy documents and peer-
reviewed empirical studies from the Nordic early education context. The low 
number of empirical studies of criticality instruction for 6-year-olds has made it 
possible to trace discursive connections across the scales in each national context 
and shed light on criticality instruction as a nexus of practice. 

Six-year-olds in the Nordic educational context1 

Being a 6-year-old in the Nordic context means that you are being introduced to 

the school system and the society expects you to participate in the activities that 

are regulated by the educational policy. At the age of 6, children are enrolled in a 

Preschool Grade in Sweden, Denmark and Finland, while in Norway and Iceland 

they are enrolled in Grade 1 of the primary school (see Table 1 for an overview).  
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Table 1. Organisational forms of education for 6-year-olds in the Nordic countries 

Country Educational form in original language Compulsory attendance 

Sweden Förskoleklass + 

Denmark Børnehaveklassen + 

Norway 1.trinn + 

Finland Förskoleundervisning + 

Iceland 1.bekk + 

 

Although bearing different names, these grades are compulsory for 6-year-olds 

to attend and failure to do so will lead to legal measures against their parents. The 

grades are also characterised by the focus on teaching and learning rather than 

care, which has been a trend in early childhood education (Broström, 2017; Van 

Laere et al., 2012). 

 

In this article, one of the areas of education for 6-year-olds, namely criticality 

instruction, will be highlighted in the context of the Nordic countries. 

Specifically, the interconnection between envisaged and reported criticality 

instruction will be examined through analysing the national educational policy 

and published empirical research on criticality for 6-year-olds in each Nordic 

country.  

Criticality in early childhood education (ECE) 

Both in the Nordic and global context, there is a call for developing criticality2 in 

children from a young age (e.g. Facione, 1990; Lai, 2011; Pramling Samuelsson 

& Mauritzson, 1997). This call is reflected in the inclusion of criticality in the 

UNESCO’s list of key competences in Education for Sustainable Development 

(Rieckman, 2018) and its proclamation as a twenty-first century skill (Wolff et al., 

2020). As a result, various teaching materials that claim to support criticality, 

especially in the United States, are available for use, for example Primary Education 

Thinking Skills (Nichols et al., 2012) that targets Grades K–3. Also standardised 

tests to assess skills associated with criticality are used, for instance, a paper-based 

assessment Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale, Revised (Harms et al., 2004) 

and a computer-based assessment Educate insight: Grades K–2 (Facione & Gittens, 

2017). 

 

There is compelling evidence in cognitive research that children are capable of 

being critical from a young age. Schleihauf et al. (2022), who conducted studies 

in Germany and the United States (N = 269, age 3–5), came to conclusion that 
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by the age of 4 children have necessary cognitive capacities for criticality. 

According to the authors, those children could not only evaluate the strength of 

reasons presented to them but also decide whether the result of the evaluation 

should lead to revision of their own beliefs, thus incorporating meta-reasons into 

their own decision-making (Schleihauf et al., 2022, p. 1087). Daniel and Gagnon 

(2011) examined exchanges teacher–child and child–child in 17 classrooms in 

Canada and France (N ≈ 460, age 4–12) and proposed a complex model of the 

developmental process of criticality. Grounded in the approach Philosophy for 

Children (P4C: Lipman, 2003; Lipman et al., 1980), they viewed criticality as 

comprised of logical, creative, responsible, and metacognitive thinking and 

suggested that the development of criticality may start already in preschool given 

that adequate scaffolding through fading and appropriation is provided (Daniel 

& Gagnon, 2011, p. 426). In addition, de Chantal et al. (2020) emphasise the role 

of a certain type of thinking exercises for development of criticality in the earliest 

stages. Their study in the Canadian preschool context (N = 120, age 4–5) showed 

that children of this age especially benefit from thinking exercises that do not 

provide examples and, thus, do not constrain children’s ideas. For instance, the 

open-ended instruction “We can make noise with many things. Give me as many 

ideas as you can” instead of: “We can make noise with many things. For example, 

we can use a whistle. We can also make noise with more original things. For 

example, by tearing a sheet of paper. Can you tell me other ways of making 

noise?” improved rates of deductive reasoning in the 4–5-year-olds (de Chantal 

et al., 2020, pp. 1086, 1094) and their performance was comparable to 8-year-

olds (Markovits & de Chantal, 2020, p. 93).          

 

The surveyed cognitive research indicates that 6-year-olds should respond well 

to criticality instruction – at this point it should be noted that sociocultural 

research is in accord with this but for another set of reasons (see, for example, 

Hall, 1998) – as they are cognitively mature for criticality, which is also clearly 

seen in Abrami et al.’s (2015) meta-analysis of 684 empirical studies. Based on 

the definition of criticality instruction stemming from the American 

Philosophical Association’s (APA) influential report (Facione, 1990), this meta-

analysis suggests that a skill-based instruction yields moderate positive results in 

development of criticality in children aged 6–10 (Abrami et al., 2015, pp. 294–

295). What is being developed is, however, an intricate issue, as Evans (2020, p. 

10) points out that “construct underrepresentation is the inherent weakness” in 

the assessment of criticality. For example, the above-mentioned standardised test 

Educate insight: Grades K–2 (Facione & Gittens, 2017) does not measure deductive 



ASLA:s skriftserie/ASLA Studies in Applied Linguistics 

 

 5 

 

reasoning in children of this age, in contrast to the versions of the same test 

adapted for older children (Facione et al., 2020, p. 12), while de Chantal et al. 

(2020) emphasises exactly this skill in their study. 

 

Due to a multitude of approaches to defining criticality as well as concepts with 

similar meaning such as critical thinking (e.g. Ennis, 1962, 1991; McPeck, 1990), 

constructive thinking (Thayer-Bacon, 2000), critical literacy (e.g. Freire, 1996; 

Janks, 2010), critical reading (Wallace, 2003), critical being (Barnett, 1997), 

philosophy for children (Lipman, 2003; Lipman et al., 1980), several attempts 

have been made to reach an expert consensus on what criticality is in educational 

research. APA’s report (Facione, 1990), which summarises agreement of 46 US 

scholars of criticality, is such an example. Their definition includes a complex of 

six skills (including 16 sub-skills) and 19 dispositions in an individual necessary 

to be critical. For a more thorough overview of various approaches to criticality, 

see, for instance, Johnston et al. (2011, pp. 14–67) and Lai (2011, pp. 5–21).    

 

In the recent volume on the meaning of criticality in educational research, 

Simpson (2020, pp. 3–5) calls for “a multipolar vision for criticality” that 

acknowledges the diversity of conceptions and does not favour any of them. 

Rather criticality should be continuously construed and (re)negotiated in each 

specific context. This is to avoid unfair treatment of learners because of ready-

made universal conceptions that simply do not match those that circulate in the 

given context, or as put by Chen and Dervin (2020, p. 217, italics in original):  

“… whose criticality can assess criticality?”. Daniel and Auriac (2011) suggest, in a 

Lipmanian tradition, that criticality is developed by means of praxis, which is the 

approach adopted in this paper. Thus, what criticality (instruction) is will be 

construed for a given context, in this case, the context of each Nordic country. 

This approach also allows examining praxis at various levels: from the macro 

level of the national policy to the micro level of individual teachers’ experiences. 

In what follows, a brief overview of approaches to criticality instruction for 6-

years-olds (or younger) outside the Nordic context is presented. The overview 

will serve as a backdrop against which the Nordic approaches are examined. 

Epstein (2008, p. 376) points out that it is only through comparison we can truly 

understand the context that is familiar to us.     
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Diversity of criticality instruction in ECE 

The following overview of approaches to criticality instruction is not intended to 

give a comprehensive account of all international studies (for this purpose, see 

Abrami et al.’s (2015) overview based on the APA’s conception of criticality for 

all ages of learners). Rather, it focuses on criticality instruction for children up to 

the age of 6 and illustrates its diversity. Further, the present overview highlights 

some difficulties in detecting criticality (instruction) in the plethora of the studies 

and identifies some pitfalls of the field.  

 

To detect relevant research, given the variety of criticality conceptions, a 

pragmatic decision to include studies that claim to be critical in one sense or 

another and include samples of children aged 1–6 and/or teachers for this age 

span was made. The results of the search, which covers studies from the Western 

and Eastern hemispheres (excluding the Nordic countries), showed that criticality 

was roughly construed either as a set of thinking skills (mainly North American 

studies) or as critical literacy (mainly European studies). It also became apparent 

that a large number of studies are hypothetical rather than empirical, for example, 

Yalcin (2015) and Tsakona (2016), or have a somewhat loose connection to 

criticality, for example, Snyders and Bahnson (2014). Such studies were excluded 

from the overview. Among the 14 included studies, only six dealt with instruction 

per se (Cozmescu, 2021; de Chantal et al., 2020; Kim & Hachey, 2021; Labadie, 

2017; Labadie et al., 2013; Sundararajan et al., 2018) and the rest were either 

explorative (Ioannidou, 2015; Sousa & Oxley, 2022) or evaluating the 

contribution of a pedagogical approach towards children’s criticality based on (1) 

the score of a standardised test (Katz et al., 2021; Wang,  2022); (2) non-

standardised assessment (Daniel & Gagnon, 2011; Isabelle et al., 2021; Vogt & 

Hollenstein, 2021); or (3) the teacher’s attitudes towards the instruction (Hujar & 

Matthews, 2021). 

Criticality as a set of thinking skills 

In empirical studies where criticality is conceptualised as a set of thinking skills, 

the role of teacher input is emphasised. In the two following North American 

studies that focus on the actual instruction, the teacher plays a significant part in 

children’s criticality, although in a slightly different manner. In the first study, 

Sundararajan et al. (2018) focused on development of critical thinking skills of 

analysis and interpretation over a 5-week period with a class of 15 children aged 

5–6 in a US public elementary school. In this study, children engaged in 
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collaborative concept mapping in dyad sessions lasting 40 minutes each, which 

entailed organising a set of printed concept picture, arrows and linking words 

around a topic (e.g. the weather). Midway in the process, the teacher reviewed 

the layout and asked questions to scaffold children’s thinking by accommodating 

new pieces of information in their map. Children’s criticality was then assessed 

by measuring their evaluation of logic, logical reasoning, and analogical 

reasoning, which showed significant development of criticality (Sundararajan et 

al., 2018, pp. 5–7). In the second study, which has been already introduced in the 

section Criticality in early childhood education, de Chantal et al. (2020) saw that 

children’s criticality differed according to the kind of cue that the teacher 

provided when giving instructions. The responses of the Canadian preschool 

children revealed increased deductive reasoning in the case of open-ended cues 

in contrast to closed cues (de Chantal et al., 2020, p. 1094). It is thus apparent 

that direct causality of teacher input on children’s criticality was implied in the 

Canadian study, while the teacher in the US study was viewed as a facilitator of 

children’s criticality.  

 

A majority of studies that view criticality as a set of thinking skills are preoccupied 

with evaluation of some other pedagogical approach and criticality is only 

assessed but not taught. For example, Katz et al. (2021) evaluated the Three-

Block Model (TBM), which is a pedagogical framework of effective practices for 

inclusive classrooms, in 15 Canadian elementary schools with four learner groups 

(N = 438): typical students, indigenous students, English language learners, and 

students with disabilities. The researchers focused on, among other things, 

students’ academic achievement as measured by levels of critical thinking 

according to the rubrics in Bloom’s taxonomy of thinking (four levels: 

recognition, description, analysis, comparison/creation/problem solving) and 

concluded that all learner groups in the test group (N = 320) demonstrated 

significantly higher levels of criticality (p < .001) than the control group where 

the TBM was not implemented  (Katz et al., 2021, p. 1403). In another 

quantitative study with a somewhat idiosyncratic design, Wang (2022) examined 

the correlation between physical education and critical thinking in public 

kindergartens in China, which showed to be statistically significant (p < .05). 

Measuring criticality by the Cornell Critical Thinking Test, Wang (2022) 

concluded that there was a positive correlation (Pearson r = .675) between two 

months of additional physical education classes and the development of criticality 

in children (N = 366, age 5–6). 
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The above examples of standardised testing should also be complemented by an 

account of novel and custom-designed assessment tools of children’s criticality. 

These tools are often designed to serve small-sample studies except for Daniel 

and Gagnon’s (2011) study that evaluated the P4C approach in the Canadian and 

French classrooms (N ≈ 460, age 4–12) and proposed that adequate scaffolding 

through fading and appropriation could enable the development of criticality in 

children from a young age. For instance, Vogt and Hollenstein (2021) 

investigated how 15 teachers’ inputs for pretend play encouraged 4–6-year-olds 

in a Swiss kindergarten to explore the potential of digital transformation and to 

acquire necessary competences (including critical thinking) for this. Based on an 

analysis of the 45-hour video material with children’s play collected at two 

occasions in the period of 3.5 months, they claimed to detect signs of criticality 

in children’s insight into the possibility of a remote control for an ice-cream 

machine and the necessity of a safety button to prevent its wrong use (Vogt & 

Hollenstein, 2021, pp. 2139–2141). Another example is a study by Isabelle et al. 

(2021) who examined how use of the Engineering Design Process (EDP) affects 

the way children aged 5–6 think and use blocks to design a structure in a private 

lab school in New York City. Their sample consisted of eight children (n = 4, test 

group; n = 4, control group) that were exposed to a 4-day intervention, 25 

minutes a day. According to the authors, who collected data through direct 

observation (anecdotal notes, video, and photograph), informal interviews 

(probing questions about children’s thinking), and artefacts (children’s work 

samples), the test group demonstrated “a lot of critical thinking and problem 

solving”, since the children understood the relationship between a design plan 

and building it themselves and were referring to their design sketches as they 

progressed (Isabelle et al., 2021, p. 53).  

 

Another way to evaluate a pedagogical approach was adopted by Hujar and 

Matthews (2021). In their interview study, they examined six teachers’ attitudes 

to the Primary Education Thinking Skills programme (PETS), which aims at 

developing criticality in K–3-children as a set of six specific thinking skills, in a 

small US school. In the programme, each thinking skill (deductive logic, 

convergent analysis, inventive thinking, creative thinking, evaluative thinking, 

visual/spatial perception) is represented by a character that is used to remind 

children to use this specific skill. The K-teachers found that PETS was easy to 

implement and beneficial to children as it triggers children to “think in different 

ways” and “expand their thinking” (Hujar & Matthews, 2021, pp. 191, 193). 
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The overview of the studies where criticality is conceptualised as a set of thinking 

skills indicates that there is a lack of research that targets criticality instruction for 

children of 6 years and below. Instead, the surveyed studies tend to make claims 

about other types of instruction and their impact on children’s criticality, which 

suggests that there is room for further enquiries into how criticality instruction 

per se can be conducted in the selected age group.   

Criticality as critical literacy 

Engaging in critical literacy practices in ECE research is another identified 

criticality conception. Vivian Vasquez, based at the American University in 

Washington, DC, is often referred to in this educational context (Vasquez, 2014, 

2017). Further, there have been small-scale attempts to explore if criticality 

practices occur in ECE. For example, Ioannidou (2015) interviewed three 

primary teachers and observed their classrooms in Greek Cyprus over a period 

of 8 weeks, to detect whether a shift towards critical literacy in the national policy 

was reflected in their teaching practices. Her findings indicated that the teachers 

were rather focused on developing 5–6-year-olds’ decoding and basic 

comprehension, which led to a lack of activities that could support children’s 

criticality. In another study, Sousa and Oxley (2022) examined enactments of 

democracy in three Portuguese urban kindergartens by analysing 20 female 

qualified teachers’ discourses (as evidenced in the interview data) and observing 

their classrooms with children aged 1–6 for 2 weeks each. As a result, three 

pedagogical approaches to democratic practice were identified as instructive, 

responsive, and synergetic. In the latter approach, teachers intentionally created 

democratic spaces for children to collaboratively co-construct their agency by 

deciding on collective norms and procedures and particularly valued children’s 

criticality (Sousa & Oxley, 2022, pp. 8–9). Although yielding contrasting results, 

both studies concluded that children should be engaged in critical literacy 

practices from an early age.   

 
Similar to studies of criticality as a set of thinking skills, there are few studies that 

try out actual instruction in the context of critical literacy. In her PhD study, 

Labadie (2017) accessed a kindergarten classroom of the US elementary school 

with twenty 5–6-year-olds with middle class background. With the researcher’s 

scaffolding, the children engaged in examining and challenging dominant 

ideologies by rereading and revisiting texts over a period of 50 lessons during one 

school year. The analysis of the read-aloud lessons revealed that children of this 

age could question stereotypes, bring multiple perspectives, and reimagine issues 
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of power, justice, and equity through various techniques of dramatisation of the 

(re-)read texts, with each technique entailing specific affordances and constraints 

for children’s criticality (Labadie, 2017, p. 150). In an earlier study, Labadie et al. 

(2013) also showed that under the teacher’s guidance read-alouds could be 

successfully used with kindergarten children to identify and challenge inequality 

and to critically approach the themes of social class. Another PhD study 

(Cozmescu, 2021) investigated the role of critical literacy in three classrooms with 

children aged 5–6 (N = 71) in an Australian suburban primary school. An analysis 

of 23 planning and teaching sessions in these classrooms, combined with in-situ 

teacher and student interviews and collection of student work samples, suggested 

that the children could develop their criticality as they engaged with a new and 

authentic topic of substance (in this case indigenous perspectives). Scaffolded by 

the teacher’s initial modelling of text deconstruction, the children gradually 

enhanced their agency through dialogic engagement and writing their own texts 

to historical figures as well as peers in an Indigenous school, thus amplifying their 

voices and developing critical understandings (Cozmescu, 2021, pp. 205–210). 

Thus, both Labadie (2017) and Cozmescu (2021) emphasised the teacher’s role 

in a gradual renegotiation of power relationships in the classroom to enable 

children to claim their agency and become critical learners.  

 

In their qualitative 5-month case study in a South Korean kindergarten, Kim and 

Hachey (2021) focused specifically on the multimodal nature of literacy practices 

in ECE. They explored if counter-storytelling, as a critical literacy practice that 

involves scrutinising and questioning dominant ideologies in literature, was an 

age-appropriate activity for twelve 5-year-olds coming from middle- to upper-

middle class backgrounds. Through the analysis of children’s responses to fairy 

tales and interactions with their teacher and peers in the weekly 2-hour counter-

storytelling activities, Kim and Hachey (2021, pp. 643–644) found evidence that 

teacher-guided multimodal discussion enabled the children to view typical events 

in atypical ways and to create their own stories, thus developing their criticality. 

 

Akin to Larson and Marsh (2015, p. 37) who highlighted the lack of studies that 

focus on development of critical literacy in the ECE settings, the current 

overview indicates that concrete examples of how criticality instruction 

(irrespective of conceptualisation) could be designed and implemented are still 

scarce. Although some novel ideas are evident in the research field, policy 

changes regarding criticality at supranational level have yet to find its way into 

national ECE contexts. As Ioannidou (2015) showed, even the implemented 
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changes at the national policy level may still take a while to permeate the early 

childhood classroom in each respective context. These gaps in research and 

policy provide a spur to embarking on a quest for conceptions of criticality 

(instruction) that circulate in the Nordic ECE context. 

Studying criticality (instruction) in the Nordic ECE 

In the Nordic ECE context, the issue of criticality (instruction) has received some 

attention. For example, Pramling Samuelsson and Mauritzson’s (1997, p. 7) 

review of 6-year-olds’ learning set out to shed light on factors that could 

contribute to children’s development as critical learners. Further reading of the 

review gives, however, no examples of empirical evidence-based studies of how 

criticality instruction is to be designed, but a description of the visionary model 

of so-called Bilfrost pedagogy that has been practiced in a private Danish school 

(Abildtrup Johansen et al., 1995). Lundgren and Damber (2015) edited the 

volume Critical literacy in the Swedish classroom context, which had only one chapter 

that targeted criticality instruction in ECE (Damber, 2015a). The Swedish 

Institute for Educational Research produced two research summaries on topics 

associated with criticality (Skolforskningsinstitutet 2020, 2022), but none of them 

covered instruction for 6-year-olds or younger. In 2022, Acta Didactica Norden, a 

peer-reviewed journal on Teaching and Learning in the Nordic countries, 

published a special issue, Critical literacy from a disciplinary perspective (Frønes et al., 

2022), which did not include any empirical studies of criticality instruction for 6-

year-olds in the classroom either. Finally, Jegstad et al. (2022) edited a report 

entitled Critical thinking in primary school – theory and practice that summarised a 2-

year research project involving Oslo Metropolitan University and the 

Department of Education in Oslo municipality. The report includes a few 

interesting examples of criticality instruction for the selected age group, but their 

implementation needs further validation through rigorous research procedures. 

All of the above suggest that there is a need to summarise the state of the art in 

the research field and to explore conceptions of criticality (instruction) for 6-year-

olds in the Nordic educational context. The following section clarifies the 

methodological aspects of this explorative endeavour. 

Criticality instruction as nexus of practice 

To explore criticality instruction in the Nordic ECE requires examining how it is 

construed in each Nordic country. One way to approach this praxis is to view it 

as a nexus of practice (Scollon & Scollon 2004), in which the higher and lower 
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scales (Blommaert, 2007) of criticality instruction intersect. In an educational 

context, the higher scale is the national policy regarding criticality, while the lower 

scale is the classroom where the policy texts and abstract ideas of criticality are 

resemiotised into instruction (see Hult, 2010, for a similar design). In this study, 

the lower scale is examined as reported in the published empirical studies that 

focused on criticality instruction to 6-year-olds or younger in the Nordic 

countries. Inevitably, this adds one more iteration of resemiotisation compared 

to a direct classroom study. The weakness of such an approach might be that not 

all traces of the national policy in the actions of stakeholders at the classroom 

level are always made available in the published material. However, this approach 

enables to include classrooms from several Nordic countries in the scope of the 

article, which would otherwise have been impossible given the available 

resources.  

 

Akin to Hult (2015), the reported criticality instruction is then examined for 

incidents of “scale jumping” (Blommaert, 2007), where resemiotisation of the 

higher scale is evident in the reported actions at the lower scale. Revealing how 

two scales intersected in the nexus of practice highlights what criticality 

(instruction) has been offered to Nordic 6-year-olds and sheds light on its genesis. 

Thus, the overarching aim of this study is to trace how reported instances of 

criticality instruction for 6-year-olds are discursively connected to the national 

policy of each Nordic country in the nexus of practice. To achieve the aim, the 

following research questions are addressed:  

 

• How is criticality (instruction) conceptualised in the national educational 

policy in the Nordic countries? 

• What incidents of scale jumping in regard to criticality (instruction) can 

be identified in empirical research published in the Nordic countries?   

 

To examine the higher and lower scales in conjunction requires synchronisation 

of collected sources on both scales. First brief examination of the current national 

policy documents regulating criticality instruction for 6-year-olds in each Nordic 

country led to exclusion of Iceland since criticality is not set as a teaching and 

learning objective for their ECE but appears first in Grade 7 (Ministry of 

Education, Science and Culture, 2014). In the next phase, the relevant Nordic 

empirical studies were collected through the national and international research 

databases, which resulted in (1) exclusion of Finland as no peer-reviewed studies 

focusing on criticality instruction for 6-year-olds were found, (2) inclusion of the 
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older Swedish curriculum of 2011 (Skolverket, 2011) since the only identified 

empirical studies of the Swedish ECE dated 2014–2015. The collected sources 

for both scales are presented in Table 2. 

Table 2. Collected data on the higher (H) and lower (L) scales of criticality instruction for 6-
year-olds 

Country Scale Sources 

Sweden H Läroplan för grundskolan, förskoleklassen och fritidshemmet 2011 

(Skolverket, 2011) 

Läroplan för grundskolan, förskoleklassen och fritidshemmet: Lgr22 

(Skolverket, 2022b); Förskoleklassen: Ett kommentarmaterial till 

läroplanens tredje del (Skolverket, 2022a) 

L Hedefalk et al. (2014); Damber (2015b) 

Denmark H Børnehaveklassen: Faghæfte 2019 (Børne- og 

undervisningsministeriet, 2019) 

L Jensen and Foxby (2022) – abstract 

Norway H Core curriculum – values and principles for primary and secondary 

education (Utdanningsdirektoratet, 2017) 

Framework for basic skills (Utdanningsdirektoratet, 2012) 

L Pollarolo et al. (2022) 

Finland 

(excluded) 

H Grunderna för förskoleundervisningens läroplan 2014 

(Utbildningsstyrelsen, 2016) 

Grunderna för läroplanen för försöket med tvåårig 

förskoleundervisning 2021(Utbildningsstyrelsen, 2021) 

L No studies 

Iceland 

(excluded) 

H The Icelandic national curriculum guide for compulsory schools – 

with subject areas (Ministry of Education, Science and Culture, 

2014) – no criticality objective for Grade 1  

L N/A 

Note: H = higher, L = lower 

 

The collected policy documents were then re-examined either in their original 

languages (for Sweden and Denmark) or in English (for Norway: the official 

translation) as policymakers’ frozen actions to identify what conceptions of 

criticality (instruction) were explicitly expressed in the texts, and to later connect 

those to the actions taken at the lower scale (cf. Hult, 2015, p. 223). In addition 

to the policy documents, the web sites for each respective educational authority 

were consulted for any clarification. At the lower scale, the Nordic research 

publications were analysed to identify what conceptions of criticality (instruction) 

for 6-year-olds were reported and to detect any incidents of scale jumping that 

could be traced to the policy document in the corresponding ECE context. As 

seen in Table 2, the previous research on criticality (instruction) in the Nordic 

ECE is scarce.  
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Criticality (instruction) in the Nordic ECE across the scales 

In contrast to the latest curriculum and commentary (Skolverket, 2022a, b), the 

2011 Swedish curriculum provides only one conception of criticality as the 

“ability to critically assess facts and circumstances and to grasp the consequences 

of different alternatives” (Skolverket, 2011, p. 9, henceforth my translation). The 

up-to-date policy documents indicate, however, that criticality is conceptualised 

in three dimensions: two dimensions that resonate with the international research 

and cover critical thinking and critical literacy, and one dimension that has a long 

history in the Swedish educational tradition, namely source criticism3. The latter 

is though restricted to dealing with digital sources and framed as a “possibility” 

rather than a requirement (Skolverket, 2022a, p. 20; Skolverket, 2022b, p. 8).  

 

Being the “first step” (Skolverket, 2022a, p. 5, cf. Skolverket, 2011, p. 3) in the 

attainment process, the Preschool Grade is to lay the foundations that by the end 

of compulsory school children learn to “use critical thinking and independently 

form their opinion based on knowledge and ethical considerations” (Skolverket, 

2022b, p. 13). In the older curriculum there is an identical formulation on page 

13 but whether it was in use or not is left to interpretation (Skolverket, 2011, p. 

3). Also the critical literacy approach is not as evident as in the latest curriculum, 

which includes an explicit focus on scrutinising power relations regarding gender, 

sexuality, honour-based abuse, and oppression (Skolverket, 2022b, pp. 7–8). The 

absence of critical literacy instruction is reflected in Damber’s (2015b) study of 

read-alouds in the Swedish ECE setting. Although 40 participants across the 

country in rural and urban areas collected observational data, no evidence of 

using read-alouds for anything but training decoding skills was found (Damber, 

2015b, p. 275). In terms of criticality instruction as nexus of practice, this absence 

of the observed preschool teachers’ actions could be interpreted as actual 

implementation of the national policy in force at the time. 

 

While the discursive connection between the scales based on the absence of 

actions might be contested, Hedefalk et al.’s (2014) study provides an empirical 

example where an incident of scale jumping can be observed in criticality 

instruction as conceptualised in the 2011 curriculum. In their reported criticality 

instruction, a group of children aged 3–6 discussed what to do if a mosquito lands 

on you. Two preschool teachers presented the children with the alternatives of 

either hitting or sweeping away an insect and the rationale for choosing one of 

them (Hedefalk et al., 2014, pp. 5–6). The actions of the teachers in this case 

suggest that the conception of criticality as the ability to assess facts and 
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circumstances and to grasp the consequences of different alternatives was 

resemiotised into the local ECE context.  

 

Similar to Sweden, the Preschool Grade in Denmark is to lay the foundations of 

children’s all-round development (Børne- og undervsningsministeriet, 2019, p. 

7). In this educational context, criticality is strongly associated with children who 

need instruction in how to deal with various digital sources in the areas of natural 

science and creative and musical forms of expression. In these two areas, 

criticality is conceptualised as critical awareness in using digital sources on natural 

phenomena and as critical thinking in using digital media to communicate their 

ideas in creative ways (Børne- og undervsningsministeriet, 2019, pp. 22–61). The 

very limited available Danish research focusing on criticality for children aged 6 

and below suggest that stakeholders at the classroom level place their instruction 

in the prescribed context of natural science. In their study of three ECE settings, 

Jensen and Foxby (2022) found that productive questions during science 

experiments played a role in developing children’s criticality. The details of 

instruction are though not yet available to trace any further discursive 

connections between the higher and the lower scales. 

 

Education for 6-year-olds in Norway is organised as Grade 1 of compulsory 

school and criticality is stated as one of the core objectives of schooling 

(Utdanningsdirektoratet, 2017, p. 3). The curriculum proposes to develop 

children’s criticality as “applying reason in an inquisitive and systematic way” 

both generically and subject-wise thus emphasising its scientific approach 

(Utdanningsdirektoratet, 2017, pp. 7, 12) and focusing on the constituents that 

are associated with critical thinking in previous research. Akin to the Swedish 

curriculum, criticality is conceptualised as critical thinking paired with ethical 

awareness, which, in the Norwegian case, is also complemented with 

environmental awareness, learning to learn for deeper insight and citizenship to 

maintain and develop democracy (Utdanningsdirektoratet, 2017, pp. 3–15). 

Although criticality is to be developed from Grade 1, Framework for basic skills 

exhibits its developmental trajectory over compulsory and secondary school and 

criticality is not expected to be evident in children’s oral skills, reading, writing 

and digital skills earlier than at level 4 out of 5 (Utdanningsdirektoratet, 2012, pp. 

5–13). In contrast to the Icelandic curriculum, the skills levels are, however, not 

explicitly assigned to the progression in grades. 
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The only empirical study focusing on criticality (instruction) for the selected age 

group or, more precisely, educators’ perceptions of it, is Pollarolo et al. (2022) in 

Norway. The interviews with 10 educators for children aged 4–6 in three ECE 

settings suggested that the idea of criticality as lifelong learning circulating the 

national curriculum was reflected in the reported actions of the educators. As one 

of the educators in the study put it, criticality “helps them [children] later in life 

… because they are citizens going out into the world” (Pollarolo et al., 2022, p. 

7). This incident of scale jumping between the national policy and the classroom 

practice is though not representative of the interview data. The educators in the 

study focused on children’s dispositions required to become critical learners such 

as propensity to listen to other perspective as well as wondering and working 

together (Pollarolo et al., 2022, pp. 5–10) rather than the cognitive skills involved 

in systematic enquiries that dominate the national policy. The only exception to 

that was reported criticality instruction driven by challenging children with open-

ended questions. These dispositions resonate, however, with the supranational 

scale of the Nordic ECE policy and perhaps the educators in the study were 

aware of the policies in the neighbouring countries. Interestingly, the Norwegian 

educators considered that embodied learning, that is learning through physically 

engaging their bodies, involved “a lot of” of criticality (Pollarolo et al., 2022, p. 

6). 

 

The examination of the higher and lower scales in the nexus of criticality 

instruction for 6-year-olds in the Nordic ECE demonstrated that there is an acute 

need of classroom studies. The conducted studies focusing on criticality 

instruction are few (three fully reported studies and one abstract), mainly based 

on small samples and containing few details about instruction itself. Although 

the analysis revealed some instances of scale jumping, when frozen actions of 

policymakers mediated the individual actions of the Nordic ECE teachers, more 

studies of the actual criticality instruction are required to fully understand the 

processes of resemiotisation in this nexus of practice. These few instances of 

scale jumping highlighted, however, the interconnectedness of local and national 

actions in the nexus of practice in the non-arbitrary choice of the promoted 

conceptions of criticality (instruction) and context for its implementation, for 

example situating instruction in natural science in Denmark. Thus, the analysis 

contributed to understanding how discourses from a higher scale might “become 

locally relevant” (Hult, 2015, p. 228) in the lower scale in the nexus of criticality 

instruction. 
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Overall, the identified conceptions of criticality (instruction) across the scales 

include understanding it as developing children’s higher-order cognitive skills in 

combination with nurturing children’s dispositions towards knowing the world. 

Among these dispositions, critical literacy ideals of equality and justice, 

understanding other people’s perspectives, ethical environmental awareness, 

lifelong learning, and critical stance towards digital sources are especially 

emphasised as necessary for children to become fully fledged members of a 

democratic society. In the concluding section, the identified Nordic studies are 

reflected on in the context of international findings.   

Nordic ECE criticality (instruction) in the international context 

The few examples of instruction for 6-year-olds demonstrate that the criticality 

conceptions as a set of thinking skills and critical literacy, found in international 

research, circulate in the Nordic ECE. In contrast to the surveyed international 

studies that keep the criticality conceptions apart and offer detailed descriptions 

of instruction, there appears to be a tendency, most noticeably in the Norwegian 

nexus of practice (Pollarolo et al., 2022), to combine those conceptions in a 

holistic approach, if not in instruction but in its perceptions. At the same time, 

the conceptions, which may be readily available at the supranational scale, do not 

necessarily find their way into the classroom practice where ECE teachers make 

hard prioritising choices, as shown in Ioannidou’s (2015) and Damber’s (2015b) 

findings for the critical literacy approach. In nexus analytical terms, there is a 

potential of widening the scope and impact of the teachers’ choices (cf. Hult, 

2015, p. 222). If considered, Kim and Hachey’s (2021) counter-storytelling 

approach might make the ECE teachers find time for reading comprehension 

activities that enable children adopting a critical stance towards the taken-for-

granted meanings of the canonical children literature texts.  

 

Another interesting observation is that, irrespective of the criticality conception, 

the surveyed studies imply a positive correlation between children’s criticality and 

physical effort as a part of its instruction. Wang (2022), Jensen and Foxby (2022) 

and Pollarolo et al. (2022) claimed that adding some physical elements to 

instruction leads to a faster development of criticality in children. Further enquiry 

into the underlying reasons of the established correlation may shed light on how 

children’s physical activities might be used to stimulate their criticality. 
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Although the Nordic studies do not provide as detailed descriptions of criticality 

instruction as, for example, Labadie (2017) and Cozmescu (2021) do, Hedefalk 

et al.’s (2014) study – as well as the rest of the data collected for her PhD project 

on preschool children’s meaning making about sustainable development 

(Hedefalk, 2014) – could be revisited. The rich collected observation data may 

have the potential to provide thick descriptions of criticality instruction for the 

6-year-olds participating in her PhD study. Likewise, the full empirical material 

of the studies that evaluated other types of instruction (e.g. Isabelle et al., 2021; 

Vogt & Hollenstein, 2021) might equip ECE teachers with ideas on criticality 

instruction. In this respect, implementing the idea of introducing children to 

various open-ended activities that have already been identified (Pollarolo et al., 

2022) and tested (de Chantal et al., 2020) becomes an essential part of efforts to 

develop children’s criticality.  

 

To fully grasp the nexus of criticality instruction by examining how its higher and 

lower scale intersect is not fully fruitful without complementing practical advice 

on instruction with revealing the perceptions of those in the classroom. This 

article has shown that attempts to highlight teachers’ understandings have been 

made (Hujar & Matthews, 2021; Pollarolo et al., 2022), and that their 

understandings are partially indexical of the higher scale, but the perspective of 

6-year-olds is yet to be studied. 

Notes 

1. This project has been partially financed by the Board of Teacher 

Education at Linnaeus University. 

2. Criticality here is used as an umbrella term for the concepts in educational 

research that are described as a prerequisite for children to become critical 

learners. 

3. This can be regarded as a clear sign of policymakers’ historical body, 

which is another key concept in nexus analysis, but which falls outside the 

scope of this article. 
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