Field Notes in the Early
Childhood Pedagogy Network

Early Childhood Pedagogical Network

What Are Field Notes?

ield notes are an integral part
F of documentation processes

within the Early Childhood
Pedagogy Network (ECPN). Origi-
nating from and widely used in
qualitative research in fields like
anthropology, sociology,and educa-
tion, field notes allow researchers to
document moments that are rich
with meaning and might escape
more structured or formal docu-
mentation methods.

The ECPN conceptualizes field
notes differently from traditional
field notes used in research. As
conceived by ECPN codirector
Veronica Pacini-Ketchabaw and
pedagogical coordinator Meagan
Montpetit, our take on field notes
emphasizes subjective accounts
and curated stories rather than
the objective observation records
common in early childhood edu-
cation, which are often rooted in
individualistic child development
frameworks. Through their collabo-
ration with pedagogists, Veronica
and Meagan recognized the preva-
lence of minor yet significant mo-
ments occurring in the classroom,
instances that might not develop
into full pedagogical narrations but
still carry profound pedagogical
meaning. They suggested an alterna-
tive process for documenting such
moments—field notes—opening up
a new way of thinking about what
observation can be.

Pedagogists often amass large
amounts of observations of signifi-
cant minor moments over time, yet
they have not engaged further with
them. Field notes address this gap
by offering a way to make these mo-
ments public and to think deeply
with everyday pedagogical inten-
tions and significance in a class-
room’s daily movements. While
numerous documentation methods
exist, some of which include field
notes and pedagogical narrations,
it is important to acknowledge that
pedagogical narration/documen-
tation follows its own established
processes because it emerged from
the Reggio Emilia approach. Our
work is inspired by these traditions.
We did not invent documentation;
rather, we built on these founda-
tional practices to respond to our
educational contexts.

The Fluid Nature of Field Notes

Field notes, as we conceptualize
them, are an ever-evolving prac-
tice that resists fixed definitions.
Their fluid nature invites us to con-
tinually question and expand our
understanding of what field notes
are, how they take shape, and the
possibilities they create. As we en-
gage and think with field notes, we
are continuously shaping—and be-
ing shaped by—the process of field
notes. With this evolving nature
in mind, we will not offer a simple
definition of what a field note is.
Instead, we will endeavour to ar-
ticulate the essence of our current

approach to field notes and our un-
derstanding of the practice at this
moment in time.

Field notes serve as partial accounts
of curriculum-making processes
that unfold in early childhood cen-
tres that collaborate with ECPN
pedagogists. They do not function
as pedagogical narrations or learn-
ing stories. Field notes relate minor
moments. They tell stories, produce
knowledge, and participate in world
making. Significantly, field notes in-
vite responses and dialogues that
might spark creative pedagogical
processes. Following Sarah Bridges-
Rhoads (2018), we offer field notes
to “catalyze the ongoing movement-
in-thought necessary for inquiry;,
especially inquiry that asks what else
words, bodies, actions, relations, and
so on, might do” (p. 647).

Thinking-in-Writing

Field notes create a dynamic space
for “thinking-in-writing” (Bridges-
Rhoads, 2018, p. 646), a practice of
engaging with emerging possibilities
when it feels like something is un-
folding but its shape, significance, or
trajectory remains uncertain. Writ-
ing field notes entails “thinking and
doing—a method that refuses to
stay locked quietly on a page, and
instead seeks to intervene in the
world, in research, and in relations
in ways yet-to-be-thought” (Bridges-
Rhoads, 2018, p. 647). Field notes of-
fer a generative space to engage with
the unexpected (Bridges-Rhoads,
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2016). Through field notes, thinking
becomes public and dialogical, invit-
ing conversations that might shift
thinking, uncover new perspectives,
and deepen pedagogical movements
in the classroom.

At the ECPN, field notes are an in-
tegral part of the documentation
process. Through this thinking-
in-writing, pedagogists attend to
pedagogical intentions and acts of
curation.

Field notes are not an exhaustive ac-
count of everything that happened.
They involve a selection, or cura-
tion, of stories. These selected stories
are not as polished or complete as
those found in a full pedagogical
narration. They are partial and in-
complete. They offer glimpses of a
broader pedagogical project without
the depth of analysis that a peda-
gogical narration provides. In ECPN
coordinator Meagan Montpetit’s
words, field notes act as a “splice”;
they are an intermediary step in the
documentation process. Pedagogists
intentionally select moments and
interactions to highlight the peda-
gogical significance of the minor
moment.

Conclusion

Field notes embody a living meth-
odology, an ongoing dance between

How Are Field Notes Created?

Field notes often begin with pedagogical intentions: What matters
pedagogically in this time and place? What am | paying attention to in
this moment? Why am | paying attention to this particular situation?

Through engaging with questions about pedagogical intentions, a
pedagogist or educator uses field notes to offer insights into the work
that leads up to larger pedagogical narrations, and into the curricular
trajectories that are unfolding at a centre. For example, the ECPN’s
field note The Impossibility of Mapping Sk¥ak"¥an't was written in the
context of a licensed family child care on the territory of the Sinixt, Syilx,
and Ktunaxa peoples in the interior of British Columbia. The field note
begins with a collective concern about the rising drought and fires in
the region. In this particular time and place, connection to water mat-
tered pedagogically. These pedagogical intentions provoked a field note
attending to children’s relationships with water through their encounters
with the Sk%ak"“an't (little waterfall) and creeks surrounding the early
learning centre.

To see more examples of how pedagogists and educators think with
field notes in their work, please visit the Field Notes page of the ECPN
website at https://ecpn.ca/category/field-notes/.

observation, thought, and action.
They resist traditional frameworks
of observational records by em-
bracing the ephemeral and the
uncertain, offering a space to pay
attention to the richness of mo-
ments that might otherwise be
overlooked. We invite readers to
put these field notes to work in their
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