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Examining the concept of well-being and early childhood:
adopting multi-disciplinary perspectives

Well-being is generally acknowledged as a complex concept and leading discourses are
rooted in disciplines such as philosophy, psychology and economics. Despite a wealth
of theoretical explanations child well-being is largely under-theorised. Some argue it is
unlikely that philosophical discourses of well-being will straightforwardly be extended
to children because they were not originally written with them in mind. Therefore, this
article firstly examines dimensions, domains and discourses of well-being and
summarises the discussion with a conceptual framework in order to provide clarity
about a complex concept. Secondly, the article discusses current research about the
meaning of child well-being and finds that whilst there are different terms in use many
discourses are similar in nature. Thirdly, the article shows how knowledge and
understanding of early childhood relates to various well-being discourses and suggests
that a theory of child well-being may not be needed. The article highlights the new
development emerging between psychology, economics and sociology and concludes
by discussing the value of adopting multi-disciplinary perspectives of well-being. The
article is useful for policy-makers, practitioners and researchers in understanding the
complex nature of well-being, particularly in the context of early childhood education.

Keywords: well-being; dominant discourses; early childhood; early years education;
multi-disciplinary perspectives

Introduction

In the last decade or so there has been a fast-growing interest in children’s well-being,
particularly in education (Bailey, 2009; Coleman, 2009). In 2008, Wales introduced
well-being as an area of its early years curriculum, in 2009 Australia introduced the
Early Years Learning Framework (EYLF) with an outcome focused on children having
a strong sense of well-being. In 2010, Scotland introduced health and well-being as an
area of the Curriculum for Excellence. More recently, in 2015, world leaders adopted
the 2030 agenda for sustainable development with goal 3 promoting ‘good health and
well-being’ (United Nations, 2018). However, limited research focuses on

understanding well-being in the context of education for young children (Soutter et al.,
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2012; Amerijckx and Humblet, 2014; Raghavan and Alexandrova, 2015). Furthermore,
well-being is generally reported as a complex, catch-all concept that is often
misunderstood (Haworth and Hart, 2007; Ryan and Deci, 2001; Mashford-Scott et al.,
2012) and there is a lack of consensus amongst cultures, languages and disciplines
(Statham and Chase, 2010; Soutter et al., 2012). Gasper (2010) describes well-being as

a vector concept with many ‘fuzzy and contingent’ (p.358) components.

Well-being is often conflated with other concepts, such as ‘happiness’, ‘life
satisfaction’, ‘quality of life’, ‘emotional literacy’, ‘emotional intelligence’ and ‘positive
mental health’ to name but a few (Pollard and Lee, 2003; Fraillon, 2004; McLaughlin,
2008; Awartani et al., 2008; Statham and Chase, 2010; Wigelsworth et al., 2010;
Humphrey et al., 2011; Hicks et al., 2011; Mashford-Scott et al., 2012; Walker, 2012).
However, Coleman (2009) asserts, ‘it has to be said that well-being is not quite the same
as happiness’ (283). According to Morrow and Mayall (2009) conflating concepts
makes defining well-being ‘conceptually muddy’ (p.221). One reason to explain these
key issues is the numerous theoretical explanations of well-being that are rooted in
leading disciplines such as philosophy, psychology and economics. However, child
well-being is largely under-theorised (Pollard and Lee, 2003; McLaughlin, 2008;
Statham and Chase, 2010; Mashford-Scott et al., 2012; Raghavan and Alexandrova,

2015).

It is important to remember that traditional discourses of well-being were constructed in
the past when childhood was not viewed as a distinct life phase, and limited
understanding existed about the concept of childhood. It was not until the end of the
fifteenth century that a modern understanding of childhood started to emerge (Brockliss
and Montgomery, 2013). The temporality of childhood provides one explanation as to

why Raghavan and Alexandrova (2015) state that it is unlikely that philosophical
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discourses of well-being will straightforwardly extend to children because they were not
written with them in mind. This is a reasonable argument but this article sets out to
explore their claim further. Firstly, the article draws upon a wealth of literature to
examine the concept of well-being and is organised by discussing dimensions, domains
and discourses of well-being. Secondly, the article explores how knowledge and
understanding of early childhood relates to discourses of well-being. Lastly, the article
concludes by considering the value of adopting multi-disciplinary perspectives of well-

being.

Subjective and objective dimensions of well-being

The two most commonly reported dimensions of well-being are the subjective and
objective kind but their differences are often communicated rather than their
similarities. The objective dimension is usually conceptualised as a ‘concrete noun’ that
can be quantified, and tends to have a fixed meaning; whereas the subjective dimension
conceptualises well-being as an ‘abstract noun’ which is socially and culturally
constructed, and tends to have an unfixed meaning and more difficult to quantify
(Ereaut and Whiting, 2008). Mashford-Scott et al. (2012) suggest that practitioners
working in the early years sector adopt both dimensions but the objective dimension is a
more dominant position. They suggest the objective dimension is more dominant
because ‘it serves to quantify wellbeing; making it more measurable’ (Mashford-Scott
etal., 2012: p.239). The Innocenti Report Card series produced by Unicef reports
subjective and objective dimensions of well-being and raises awareness of young

people’s well-being amongst industrialised countries.
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The subjective dimension of well-being is usually understood as a concept that is
complex in nature and fluctuates. This dimension is captured in the following quote:
‘well-being is subjective and varies by person, gender, age, relationships, status, place,
culture and more’ (Chambers, 2014; cited in White and Abeyasekera, 2014: p.xi). This
dimension is also closely associated with people’s values where they reflect and
consider what is important to them (Gasper, 2010). Gasper (2010) suggests that nouns
are typically reified and argues that well-being is not a ‘definite single thing, or just two
things — ‘subjective well-being’ and ‘objective well-being’ — or any number of things’
(p.352). He further argues that well-being is about life and being human. Similarly,
Ereaut and Whiting (2008) claim that ‘the meaning of wellbeing is not fixed - it cannot
be. It is a primary cultural judgement; just like ‘what makes a good life?’ it is the stuff

of fundamental philosophical debate’ (p.7).

In contrast, the objective dimension of well-being is adopted by Dodge et al. (2012)
who appear to take a different perspective about the meaning of well-being. They draw
upon Reber’s (1995) definition which is taken from a psychology dictionary claiming

that well-being is a state of being stable. They suggest;

stable wellbeing is when individuals have the psychological, social and physical
resources they need to meet a particular psychological, social and/or physical
challenge. When individuals have more challenges than resources, the see-saw
dips, along with their well-being and vice-versa (Dodge et al., 2012: p.230).

The explanation above highlights that some proponents believe that it is possible to
define well-being and it can have a fixed meaning. Additionally, Dodge et al. (2012)
recognise that ‘the concept of wellbeing is undeniably complex’ (p.229) likewise this is
recognised with the subjective dimension. Dodge et al’s (2012) interpretation of well-

being relates to a number of aspects, namely psychological, social and physical domains
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as well as resources and challenges. They also describe well-being as a concept that
fluctuates which is another similarity shared with the subjective dimension. To help
reach their definition Dodge et al. (2012) reviewed three complex theoretical models of
well-being drawing upon the work of Headey and Wearing (1989), Cummins (2010)
and Csikszentmihalyi (2002) to develop a new model. Dodge et al’s (2012) new,
simplified model focuses on equilibrium which is described as a continuous state/set
point of well-being without having to face life challenges or events. They explain the
new model by using a see-saw and imply that well-being is the balance point
(equilibrium) between how an individual uses their resources such as their skills to face
life challenges. The ideology is that the see-saw dips either side acknowledging that
well-being is a state of continual flux. The see-saw model would benefit from showing
examples of how someone’s ‘resources’, ‘challenges’ and ‘equilibrium’ interact and
function, but this would be difficult to show on a model and might complicate it even
further. Dodge et al. (2012) highlight the strengths of the model yet they avoid
acknowledging any weaknesses. For example, they suggest one of the strengths ‘can be
applied to all individuals regardless of age, culture and gender’ (Dodge et al., 2012:
p.231) and this is a relevant point which indicates that they perceive the components of
well-being to be the same for children and adults. Arguably, this is based on their
values which is similar in nature to the subjective dimension. However, the new model
that Dodge et al. (2012) propose only includes three domains namely psychological,

social and physical and a broad range of other domains exist which are discussed next.

Well-being domains

Evidence shows that many domains or types of well-being exist. For example, over a
decade ago Pollard and Lee (2003) conducted a systematic review of well-being and

identified five distinct domains, namely (1) physical, (2) psychological, (3) cognitive,
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(4) social and (5) economic well-being. More recently, in 2011 McNaught (2011; cited
in La Placa et al., 2013) developed a framework for defining well-being and identified
four broad domains, namely (1) societal, (2) community, (3) family and (4) individual.
The framework shows that well-being is defined as a dynamic interplay of the four
domains. La Placa et al. (2013) suggest that McNaught’s framework for defining well-
being acknowledges the multiple components associated with the concept. It shows
how ‘it brings together how people feel about their circumstances and assessment of
how their objective circumstances affect them as individuals, families and societies’ (La
Placa et al., 2013: p.120). Furthermore, the framework highlights the two overarching

dimensions of well-being - the objective and subjective.

Some research about the domains of young children’s well-being under the age of eight
years took place in 2009 by Fauth and Thompson (2009). They identified four domains,
namely (1) physical well-being, (2) mental health, emotional and social well-being, (3)
cognitive and language development and school performance, and (4) beliefs.
However, in 2010, Statham and Chase (2010) reported that child well-being usually
relates to three domains, namely (1) emotional, (2) physical and (3) social well-being.
So the domains identified by Fauth and Thompson (2009) and Statham and Chase
(2010) are different to Pollard and Lee’s review (2003) and McNaught’s (2011; cited in
La Placa et al., 2013) framework, which may indicate that different well-being domains
relate to different age groups. However, the Office for National Statistics (ONS)
devised a framework for measuring well-being which includes ten domains applicable
to all age groups (ONS, 2015) but it states that the ways in which the domains are
measured vary for the age groups (ONS, 2014). It seems there is little consensus about
the domains of well-being and there are mixed views about whether these domains

apply to both children and adults.
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Even though some research has focused on identifying well-being domains, very limited
research explores domains within education policy. Erwin (2017) reports that despite
not being a dominant discourse in the West, ‘ecological” well-being is visible
throughout Australia’s EYLF. The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD) International Early Learning and Child Well-being study refers
to ‘overall’ and ‘general’ well-being (OECD, 2018). However, for the purpose of this
paper, Wales is explored further because in 2008 the Welsh Government presented
well-being as an area of learning in the early years curriculum for 3-to-7 year olds.
Various policy documents produced by the Welsh Government relating to young

children present well-being in the following ways:
1. Well-being/emotional development
2. Emotional well-being
3. Physical well-being
4. Health and well-being
5. Well-being and involvement
6. Health and emotional well-being
7. Child health and mental well-being
8. Personal child health and well-being

Arguably, well-being is presented rather inconsistently in various policy documents.
Another example where well-being is presented in many ways can be seen in the
Successful Futures report (Donaldson, 2015). The report reviews the curriculum for 3-
to-16 year olds in Wales and presents well-being in the following ways:

1. Well-being
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2. Personal well-being

3. Health and well-being

4. Mental and physical well-being

5. Physical and emotional well-being

6. Economic, environmental and social well-being

7. Health and well-being (ethical issues, diversity and equality)
8. Present and future well-being

9. Social and emotional well-being

10. Social, emotional, spiritual and physical health and well-being
11. Mental and emotional well-being

12. Social, emotional and physical well-being

13. Mental, physical and emotional well-being

Arguably, the diverse meanings in which well-being is presented demonstrates the
complexity of the concept and may also present challenges in how well-being is
practiced. Moreover, the diverse ways in which well-being is presented supports an
argument made by Bailey (2009), who suggests that placing well-being in the
curriculum should be considered with more caution because it is often misunderstood

and the meaning is taken-for-granted.

Leading discourses of well-being

Well-being theories are generally rooted in philosophy, psychology and economics.
Firstly, philosophical discourses of well-being have existed for centuries and are
associated with the work of Greek philosophers Aristippus of Cyrene, Plato and

Avristotle (Ryan and Deci, 2001; Raghavan and Alexandrova, 2015). Generally, there
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are four different ways of understanding well-being within philosophy which highlights

there is little consensus within a discipline. The four discourses are generally known as:
1. hedonism/mental states discourse
2. eudaimonism/flourishing discourse
3. needs-based/objectivist discourse

4. desire-based/preference satisfaction discourse.

The first two discourses broadly relate to feelings and functioning whereas the last two
relate to contributing and determining factors of well-being. Clack (2012) suggests that
to some extent the four discourses are all underpinned by happiness, but the way in
which happiness is conceptualised varies. Brief explanations of the four discourses

follow;

(1) Hedonic/mental states discourse is characterised by feelings of happiness or pleasure
(Ryan and Deci, 2001; Thompson and Marks, 2006; Raghavan and Alexandrova, 2015)
and Aristippus of Cyrene believed that the ultimate good life consisted of pleasure
(McLellan and Steward, 2015). Jeremy Bentham, a British philosopher, argued that a
good society is built on maximising pleasure for the greatest number of people (Ryan

and Deci, 2001).

(2) The eudaimonic/flourishing discourse was central to ancient Greek ethics and
identified by Aristotle (Walker, 2012) but it differs to the hedonic perspective. For
example, the eudaimonic discourse encompasses ideas of human functioning and
development, autonomy, self-realisation and fulfilment, having a sense of purpose and
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meaning to life, living an authentic life, being true to oneself and fulfilling one’s
potential (Thompson and Marks, 2006; Ryan and Deci, 2001; Dodge et al., 2012;
Hervas and Vazquez, 2013). Gasper (2004) suggests those who share an Aristotelian
perspective believe that; ‘human beings have more faculties than just feeling happiness,
pleasure or pain; notably they are creatures of reasoning and meaning-making, of

imagination, and of intra and inter-societal links and identities’ (p.1).

Also, Huppert (2014) supports this perspective that well-being is not solely about
feelings at a single point in time or how materialistic one feels, but it encompasses how
human beings interact and communicate with others. Ryan and Deci (2001) cite the
work of Waterman (1993) and claim ‘eudaimonia occurs when people’s life activities
are most congruent or meshing with deeply held values and are holistically or fully
engaged. Under such circumstances people would feel intensely alive and authentic,
existing as who they really are’ (p.146). To sum up, the hedonic and eudaimonic
discourses of well-being can be described as ‘feeling happy and good’ and ‘functioning

well” with a purpose and goal in life (Huppert, 2014).

(3) Needs-based/objectivist discourse is characterised by a priori knowledge and
proponents believe there are numerous underlying conditions, or ‘necessary
prerequisites’ (Thompson and Marks, 2006: p.9) for well-being to emerge.
Prerequisites such as, ‘health, income, education, freedom and so on’ (Thompson and
Marks, 2006: p.9) are considered to be contributors to well-being. Furthermore, the
needs of a person are open to interpretation and could relate to happiness, fulfilment in
life and/or positive relationships (Raghavan and Alexandrova, 2015). This reinforces

Gasper’s (2010) argument that concepts of well-being are entangled with values and the
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needs of a person are closely linked to what people think are important, which is
controversial. The needs-based perspective is reflected in the work of the OECD (2011)

who suggests that well-being is about meeting a range of human needs.

(4) Desire-based/preference satisfaction discourse is often characterised by people
satisfying their wants and desires. It means the more people do this, the more their
well-being will increase (Thompson and Marks, 2006). Raghavan and Alexandrova
(2015) explain that this approach is more than just being interested in how someone
feels about their fulfilment; it is rooted in the actual fulfilment of the desire value or

preference.

Despite there being four main discourses within philosophy which is complex in itself,
the discussion of measuring well-being is not a strong focus in philosophy as it is within
psychology. McLellan and Steward (2015) highlight that traditional eudaimonic
discourses of well-being and the view of developing someone’s potential is not a new
idea, particularly for humanistic psychologists such as Carl Rogers and Abraham
Maslow, as well as leaders of the positive psychology movement such as, Mihaly

Csikszentmihalyi and Martin Seligman.

The second, more contemporary discourse associated with well-being is positive
psychology, and Martin Seligman (2011; cited in Dodge et al., 2012) has contributed
significantly to developing this movement. Seligman (2011; cited in Dodge et al.,
2012) suggests that well-being constitutes five constructs which he calls PERMA -

Positive emotion, Engagement, Relationships, Meaning and Accomplishment. He
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proposes that well-being is a combination of hedonic and eudaimonic discourses

(McLellan and Steward, 2015).

In the 1960s, psychologists were very interested in measuring well-being and began
investigating correlates of happiness in adults. They started using subjective well-being
and happiness interchangeably (McLellan and Steward, 2015). Many psychologists
believe that subjective well-being encompasses two discourses. Firstly, the affect
discourse which is about positive and negative emotions and is also considered to be a
hedonic/mental states discourse (Ryan and Deci, 2001; McLellan and Steward, 2015).
Secondly, psychologists adopt the life satisfaction discourse where someone makes a
cognitive evaluation of aspects of their life. This second discourse of subjective well-
being is also considered to be an evaluation based discourse (Thompson and Marks,

2006).

The two main discourses within psychology (affect discourse and life satisfaction
discourse) were further developed by Sen (1999; cited in Ben-Arieh and Frones, 2011),
a Nobel Prize-winning economist who was interested in more than just feelings and
functioning, and proposed the capabilities approach for understanding well-being. The
capabilities approach relates to individual contexts, interactions and relationships and
closely resembles the work of developmental psychologist Urie Bronfenbrenner and
ecological systems theory. Bronfenbrenner’s theory shows that five different sub-
systems interact (Ben-Arieh and Frones, 2011). These sub-systems emphasise the
child’s immediate environment as the micro-system, right through to the macro-system
which emphasises political and cultural values. Ben-Arieh and Frones (2011) argue that

‘the relationships between the family and the community, and between the community
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and the wider society and its institutions, facilitates or obstructs the transactions that

produce the level of well-being’ (p.467).

Thirdly, in the last decade or so, economics is considered to have been the ‘most
vociferous in championing the importance of well-being...by identifying well-being as
a key indicator of the state of the nation’ (McLellan and Steward, 2015: p.308).
However, Gross Domestic Product (GDP) was being overused as a standard measure for
people’s well-being, life satisfaction and quality of life. Therefore, economists such as
Sen and Stiglitz recognised that another discipline such as psychology could help to

conceptualise and gain a better understanding of someone’s subjective well-being.

McLellan and Steward (2015) suggest that economists turned to psychology, as opposed
to philosophy, because psychology focuses on ‘the scientific study of human mind and
behaviour’ (p.308) and is more associated with measuring constructs. Clack (2012)
suggests that this move towards science, rather than humanities, the arts or philosophy,
highlights the cultural assumption that science is more effective, valuable and true.
Overlooking philosophy may ignore ‘the complex and often messy reality of being
human’ (Clack, 2012: p.507). Clack (2012) continues to argue that science seduces

people to believe that it is a panacea to a range of problems.

Despite there being an inter-disciplinary shift between psychology and economics in
understanding well-being, McLellan and Steward (2015) argue that positive
psychologists focus too narrowly on feelings and functioning and highlight the
importance of sociology as a discipline in understanding well-being. They claim that
‘sociology in particular has a specific contribution to make...the social networks that an

individual possesses are valuable not only to that individual but also to the community
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and wider society’ (p.5). Therefore, it could be argued that a new development seems to
be emerging which encompasses a multi-disciplinary perspective of well-being. Axford
(2009) suggests that adopting more than one perspective of well-being is beneficial in

gaining a clearer picture of its nature. A brief discussion of the value of adopting multi-

disciplinary perspectives concludes this article.

The following conceptual framework (see figure 1) highlights key points from the
discussion so far and aims to provide some clarity about well-being. It can be followed

vertically and represents the order in which they have been discussed in this article.
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Figure 1: Conceptual framework for well-being
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Current research about child well-being discourses

Child well-being is reported to have a weak theoretical underpinning (Pollard and Lee,
2003; McLaughlin, 2008; Statham and Chase, 2010; Mashford-Scott et al., 2012;
Raghavan and Alexandrova, 2015) and the reasons for this are unclear. However,
Raghavan and Alexandrova (2015) suggest that child well-being is under-theorised
because ‘it stems from the dominant and longstanding view of children as merely future
adults, who, as a result, do not require a theory of their own’ (p.893). They also state
that ‘the deficiency model of childhood, according to which a child is defined as an

incomplete or immature adult, is a natural companion to this view’ (p.893).

Despite the lack of reported child well-being theory there is a general consensus that
children’s well-being is a multi-dimensional, holistic concept that encompasses many
different aspects of a child’s life (Axford, 2009; NEF, 2009; Statham and Chase, 2010;
Moore et al., 2012; Amerijckx and Humblet, 2014). In other words it is viewed as an
‘irreducible holistic totality’ (Ereaut and Whiting, 2008). However, a tension arises
between this perspective and with the ‘reducible to components’ perspective because
‘there is still limited agreement on what the constituent components of child wellbeing
are, or how they should be weighted in terms of importance or priority’ (Statham and
Chase, 2010: p.6). Similarly, Raghavan and Alexandrova (2015) are in agreement and
suggest ‘there is neither consensus, nor much discussion on what constitutes child well-
being’ (p.888). Amerijckx and Humblet (2014) agree with Raghavan and Alexandrova
(2015) and report that even though well-being is an appealing concept particularly at
policy level, there is virtually no consensus about a definition and literature which

specifically focuses upon young children’s well-being is limited.
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This article suggests that Amerijckx and Humblet (2014) and Raghavan and
Alexandrova (2015) have made a significant contribution to understanding and
developing a discourse of child well-being. In 2014, Amerijckx and Humblet (2014)
decided that some sort of consensus was needed about young children’s well-being and
conducted the following study which involved searching five databases from
biomedicine and the human and social sciences. The outcome involved reviewing 209
papers on child well-being. They found that 3% of papers focused on theoretical
discussions of well-being and were dominated by measures or indicators of well-being,
15% focused on methodological issues, 82% focused on empirical papers which mainly
consisted of determinants of well-being. The extremely low percentage of papers which
focuses on theoretical discussions is alarming (Amerijckx and Humblet, 2014),
particularly when there is a fast-growing interest in child well-being. The low
percentage of papers that focuses on conceptualising well-being may explain why
Desjardins (2008) argues that too many taken-for-granted truths are associated with
well-being. In other words, assumptions about well-being are made because there is a
paucity of empirical evidence to draw upon. This might also explain why well-being
was presented in diverse ways in various Welsh policy documents as demonstrated

earlier in the article.

An important contribution is made by Amerijckx and Humblet (2014) in understanding
the concept of child well-being. On reviewing the scientific literature they identified
five dominant discourses which they call structural theoretical axes that contain two
binary positions. The five discourses identified by Amerijckx and Humblet (2014)
include the following:

1. Positive (strengths) versus negative (deficiencies)

2. Subjective versus objective
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3. State (meaning a hedonic, present position) versus process (meaning a
eudaimonic, future position)
4. Material versus spiritual

5. Individual versus community

Their study also revealed that the positions on the left-hand side (such as positive,
subjective, state, material and individual) tend to be under-represented for young
children, whereas the positions on the right-hand side (negative, objective, process,

spiritual and community) are often privileged and more dominant positions.

What is noteworthy is that there is evidence in other explanations of child well-being
that strengthen two arguments, firstly that dominant discourses of child well-being exist
(Amerijckx and Humblet, 2014), and secondly, that a theory of child well-being may
not be needed. For example, Statham and Chase’s (2010) explanations about a
children’s rights perspective which focuses upon children’s attributes and strengths and
IS positive in nature, versus a developmental perspective which focuses on difficulties
and deficiencies and is negative in nature, bears a resemblance with Amerijckx and

Humblet (2014) discourse (1) positive versus negative.

Another example of a dominant discourse is the ‘two sources theory’ which is proposed
by Raghavan and Alexandrova (2015). In 2015, they set out to explore three existing
philosophical theories and claim they have constructed a theory of child well-being
which is extremely useful for early childhood theorists. However, in essence, the two
sources theory closely resembles discourse (3) state versus process identified by

Amerijckx and Humblet in 2014.
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Another example, by sociologists Morrow and Mayall (2009) resembles discourse (3)
state versus process when they discuss the notion of being and becoming. They suggest
that the government privileges a child becoming something in the future which
resembles the process position, and pays less focus on the being which resembles the
state position. They conclude that if more emphasis was placed upon the being position
this would help to move away from a focus on outcomes and the expectation of children
becoming something in the future. Ben-Arieh and Frones (2011) further explain that
the process position is associated with well-becoming which is often understood as the

unfolding of development and a focus on life chances in becoming future citizens.

Also, the process position is defined as ‘a future oriented focus...in preparing children
to a productive and happy adulthood’ (Ben-Arieh, 2005: p.8). Uprichard (2008) and
Ben-Arieh (2005) state that adopting a being and becoming discourse helps to increase
child agency and claim that both positions complement each other. Uprichard (2008)
recommends that ‘sometimes it will be better to be more present orientated than future
orientated, and vice versa’ (p.311). It seems that progress is needed within the field of
early childhood to ensure that both positions within the dominant discourses identified
by Amerijckx and Humblet (2014) are acknowledged and recognised more equally. In
terms of early childhood education, Erwin (2017) explains how Australia has made a
significant shift in placing well-being as a top priority for their youngest children and

called their EYLF - Belonging, Being and Becoming.
Linking knowledge and understanding of early childhood and well-being theory

The following discussion examines a claim made by Raghavan and Alexandrova in
2015. They suggest that a theory of child well-being does not currently exist and it is

unlikely that philosophical theories for example, will straightforwardly be extended to
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children because they were not originally written with them in mind. Therefore, the

following discussion critically draws upon some of the leading well-being discourses
previously discussed in this article to address the following question - to what extent
can leading discourses of well-being relate to young children when they were not

originally written with them in mind?

In relation to philosophy and a hedonic/mental states discourse, very young children as
young as two months show emotions including happiness and pleasure by smiling,
(Neaum, 2010) despite being able to articulate their feelings verbally. Moreover, from
around the age of 12-months children start to ‘recognise other people’s emotions and
moods and express their own’ (Neaum, 2010: p.56). Whitebread (2012) reminds us that
research ‘probably under-estimates the level of understanding of young children about
others’ psychological states and characteristics’ (p.46). At around the age of four years
children usually reflect upon and talk about their feelings or they might show happiness
and pleasure through non-verbal cues such as gestures and facial expressions (Neaum,
2010). Also, children may associate feelings of happiness and pleasure in different
contexts, such as the classroom or home environment. Therefore, it could be argued
that even though hedonic perspectives were not originally written with children in mind
they relate to children in some way. It could also be argued that relating philosophical
understandings of well-being is closely related to how one conceptualises young

children which for the purpose of this article is capable, competent and confident.

Some proponents might not associate a eudaimonic/flourishing discourse with young
children because some of the broader components such as, purpose in life, being true to

yourself and living authentically are abstract ideas which younger children might find
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difficult to comprehend (NEF, 2009; Wigelsworth et al., 2010). However, according to
Neaum (2010) young children at around the age of five years ‘have a good sense of the
past, present and future’ (p.49) and children aged around seven years start to think in the
abstract (Neaum, 2010). Dodge et al. (2012) cite the work of Ryff (1989) and suggest
that eudaimonic well-being constitutes autonomy, environmental mastery, positive
relationships with others, purpose in life, realisation of potential and self-acceptance.
Therefore, it could be argued that going to school in general contributes to fulfilling a
child’s potential. Soutter et al. (2012) highlight that a traditional schooling model
involves preparing young people for work and transmitting knowledge, but he describes
a more contemporary model and states ‘today, education is seen as a key factor in
developing capacities not only for work and civic engagement, but also for experiencing
a flourishing life, making wellbeing a topic of widespread interest, and modern
importance’ (p.112). Waterman (1993; cited in Ryan and Deci, 2001) suggests that
eudaimonic well-being involves a person feeling intensely alive and existing as whom
they really are. However, it is questionable whether schools provide the opportunities
for this to happen, particularly when curriculum frameworks and assessment processes
are closely tied to pre-determined criteria (Basford and Bath, 2014). Basford and Bath
(2014) suggest that practitioners are working within a highly regulated framework,
which to some extent forces them ‘to undertake strategic rather than authentic
manoeuvres in order to satisfy those demands’ (p.120). Perhaps eudaimonic well-being

does not comfortably fit current curriculum frameworks.

Eudaimonia is defined as ‘excellent functioning in accordance with the organism’s
nature’ (Raghavan and Alexandrova, 2015: p.895) so in relation to young children this
could be interpreted as their ability to playfully engage and actively explore. In other

words, if a eudaimonic discourse of well-being was enacted in the classroom, children
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might be given more opportunities to play. Eudaimonic well-being is generally
associated with the way someone functions and the Leuven Involvement Scale (LIS)
could be a useful tool for assessing children’s engagement and assessing the
meaningfulness and purposefulness of what they do. However, the LIS does not capture
children’s subjective well-being and Fauth and Thompson (2009) remind us that
‘accurately assessing children’s internal states is quite difficult’ (p.5). It is clear that
hedonic discourses of well-being which focus on ‘feeling happy and good’ and
eudaimonic discourses which focus on ‘functioning well’, construct well-being
differently. But this raises the question whether ‘feeling happy’ and ‘functioning well’

can be explicitly taught as an area of the curriculum.

The needs-based/objectivist discourse, according to Raghavan and Alexandrova (2015),
are the closest in nature to children’s well-being because pre-requisites or underlying
conditions provide opportunities for children to be able to thrive and make progress.
The importance of forming attachments and positive relationships and nurturing
children are essential for healthy learning and development and this view is widely
accepted (Page et al., 2013). The longitudinal study of Effective Provision of Pre-
school Education (EPPE) found, that ‘where staff showed warmth and were responsive

to the individual needs of children, children made more progress’ (Sylva et al., 2004:

p.3).

Desire-based/preference satisfaction discourses also relate to children in some way. For
example, this perspective is often characterised by people satisfying their wants and
desires in order to increase well-being. But an adult may need to intervene if they feel

that a child was for example, increasing their well-being (desires) by biting other
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children. Another example might be to intervene if a child was increasing their well-

being by eating excessive amounts of unhealthy foods.

Lastly, the two discourses within psychology which encompass positive and negative
emotions and a cognitive evaluation may also relate to children in some way. For
example, at around the age of four years children are very capable of showing a wide
range of positive and negative emotions about school and about their home, despite
having a vocabulary that is developing and increasing. According to Neaum (2010) the
vocabulary of a three year old child is rapidly developing and by the age of five years
‘children have a wide range of vocabulary and can use it appropriately’ (p.52). Making
a cognitive evaluation of their life might be more challenging for younger children
because they would have limited experiences to draw upon and limited memory
capacity to recall and make a judgement. Nonetheless, young children at around the age
of three years are capable of using language to report on what is happening (Neaum,
2010). As previously mentioned, by five years of age children have the ability to
understand and report on the past, present and future so it is possible for children to
make cognitive evaluations of their life and make a judgement about aspects that matter
to them. Once again this view is closely related to how someone conceptualises young

children.

This discussion shows that many of the leading discourses of well-being within
philosophy and psychology relate to young children in some way which raises a
different point. If existing knowledge and understanding about children’s learning and
development relates to existing discourses, then a theory of child well-being may not be

needed. This raises an important question about what would be beneficial and useful in
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terms of research about young children’s well-being in education. According to Soutter
et al. (2012) the current challenge for well-being scholars and educationalists is to
‘establish a wellbeing discourse that is relevant to and resonates with the schooling
sector’ (p.112). This is important particularly when well-being in the last 20 years or so
has started to appear as an area of the early years curriculum in various countries such

as, New Zealand, Australia, Scotland and Wales.

The value of adopting multi-disciplinary perspectives of well-being

Acknowledging and adopting multi-disciplinary understandings of well-being is
important particularly when certain disciplines as previously explained, such as
psychology, philosophy and more recently economics, are privileged when discussing
well-being. Therefore, this has implications on the way it is operationalised (e.g.
delivered and assessed) in early childhood education contexts (Coleman, 2009).
Sociology and particularly the new social studies of childhood movement (Gallacher
and Kehily, 2013) are not dominant discourses when discussing young children and
well-being. When disciplines are privileged, well-being is viewed in a certain way, with
a different purpose and outcome and thus requires different approaches to measurement.
Focusing on discourses within a discipline such as psychology influences the direction
of how well-being is supported and understood and this potentially has limitations.
Arguably, if the new social studies of childhood movement became the dominant
discipline then children’s subjective well-being would start to be recognised as a
valuable source of information. In addition, acknowledging and adopting a multi-
disciplinary understanding of well-being would help to achieve a balance in capturing
children’s objective and subjective well-being. Lastly, adopting multi-disciplinary
perspectives of well-being would contribute to valuing young children as social actors

and agents of change.
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