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Abstract
The aim of this article is to show how water emerged as a research method nearby and within a small
stream during a 9-month fieldwork carried out with preschool children. The fieldwork was informed
and shaped by the preschool children’s and researcher’s situated knowledges and their questions about
environmental issues concerning water, absence of water, pollution and ethics. The empirical material
consists of films and photos, drawings and field notes, produced together by the preschool children
and the researcher during the research. The analysis draws on relational ontology and the writings of
Isabelle Stengers and Donna Haraway. The article concludes with a discussion about what can be learnt
from the study and its contribution to research within the fields of Early Childhood Education and
Environmental Education.
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When researchers and children do research together, what methods might emerge as part of their
mutual collaborations? This question frames both this article and a research project about the
relations of young children to environmental inquiries concerning water. The aim of the article
is to show how water emerged as a research method during fieldwork carried out with preschool
children, nearby and within a small stream in a coastal municipality in the Stockholm region in
Sweden. During a 9-month field study, I, the researcher, and preschool children aged 3–5 explored
how encounters with water might produce knowledge about environmental issues. Further, this
study is part of an ongoing thesis project in Early Childhood Education, involving two preschools
and 46 preschool children, divided into seven research groups. In this article, I will show examples
of how we engaged with and followed water in different ways. I will illustrate how the flows of
water in, with and through my and preschool children’s bodies and minds, and through sand in a
stream, can be understood as a theoretical-empirical and ethical method. Water guided our joint
collaborative explorations throughout the field study period, guided by ethical questions and
knowledges from different disciplines.

The theoretical-methodological and ethical research design, which unfolded during this explor-
ative fieldwork, draws on relational ontology, which presupposes displacement of the human,
her actions and language, by focusing on what is produced in relation with/to other humans
and nonhumans. Isabelle Stengers (2015, 2018) invites us to think, imagine and formulate ques-
tions that matter to us, as well as doing research together with those whom the questions concern,
in this case young children. However, this intriguing and creative invitation does not include a
roadmap, but rather suggests different creative approaches to doing research together with those it
affects. Nevertheless, I have here been influenced by previous inventive studies. To name but a few,
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Gabrielle Ivinson and Emma Renold (2016), together with teenage girls, used filmmaking to
investigate experiences of growing up in post-industrial rural Wales. Further, Riikka Hohti
and Tuure Tammi (2019) have researched lives shared across species and the complexities
involved in a greenhouse zoo incorporated into a lower secondary school in Finland. Others, like
Fikile Nxumalo and Veronica Pacini-Ketchabaw (2017), have focused on knowledges produced in
children’s and walking sticks’ relations in a preschool context in Canada; while Christine Eriksson
(2019), together with toddlers, developed voice strolls as a method to curate a preschool context in
the public transport system of Stockholm, Sweden.

In this article, the creative approach of doing research together with preschool children and
water included pedagogical working methods common in Swedish preschools, such as circle time,
walks in the neighbourhood, explorations of natural phenomena such as leaves or bark, as well as
aesthetic activities like painting or construction. The pedagogical methods and the preschool
activities were familiar to the 20 preschool children contributing to this article. We— the preschool
children and I — documented our explorations and processes with digital tablets, an approach
that involved ethical considerations such as asking for consent before taking photos or films.
We also documented the research in drawings and writing in project diaries. These procedures
were familiar to the children and are included in Swedish preschools’ work with pedagogical
documentation and explorative pedagogy (cf., Lenz Taguchi, 2010; Palmer, 2016). Our research
sessions, during which we explored environmental issues concerning water, were characterised
by the above-mentioned objectives and doing research within a familiar context for the participants.

This article consists of three sections. The first section situates water as method both theoreti-
cally and methodologically. The following sections involve the analysis of narratives in which I will
show how water became our method of exploring different aspects of environmental issues. The
article concludes with a summary of water as method and a discussion of what can be learnt from a
research project where both children and researcher do research together.

Situating water as method
For this article, the location of the field study was important, since it constitutes a familiar context
for the children. We (the preschool children and I) started out in what we had here and now, as a
means of staying truly present (Haraway, 2016), which was the preschool and its neighbourhood.
The preschool is situated in an undulating fenced-in yard divided into different sections, with
slides, wooded parts, lawns and paved areas. This preschool’s neighbourhood is characterised
by its greatly human-modified parts, intermixed with forests, fields, the Baltic Sea, various fresh-
water bodies and a nature reserve. In particular, a small and narrow stream not far away from
the preschool, which the children named the Tiger Stream, became important for the exploration
of environmental issues and the emergence of water as method. The Tiger Stream flows through
a natural depression, controlled on both sides by man-made features such as walking paths,
train tracks, roads, a train station, a gravel football pitch and a golf course. The area where
the field study was conducted could be described as typical for the Stockholm region, with its
man-made features, undulating broken-up bedrock and abundant freshwater bodies. Freshwater
bodies cover approximately 8% of the landscape of Sweden compared with, for example, 3% in
built-up areas (Statistics Sweden, 2019c). However, the abundance of water is changing and becom-
ing unpredictable. The expected consequences of climate change in Sweden are, for example,
a higher risk of flooding and polluting of water bodies (Swedish Meteorological and Hydrological
Institute [SMHI], 2015). This is due to altered seasonal patterns, with more intense and other
quantities of annual precipitation and higher average temperatures (SMHI, 2015).

The above gave a relevance to exploring the overarching question: environmental issues
concerning water for preschool children in their neighbourhood. However, what mattered and
concerned us unfolded during the field study. In the first phase of our research, we started by
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asking ourselves where we could find water, how it smells, looks, tastes and feels. These became
our research questions during the study. During the 1½-hour research sessions, the children and
I followed each other and water; we posed questions to deepen and broaden our understanding
of water, and we presented material, shared knowledges, and showed and/or helped each other.
This process was familiar to the children who had experience of their teachers relying on them as
co-researchers through their questions and experimentations in their everyday work with peda-
gogical documentation (cf., Lenz Taguchi, 2010; Palmer, 2016). During our explorations, the
individual child’s questions and interests were negotiated with other preschool children, as well
as with me and with water through hands-on experimentations. Further, in the research process
we tested our previous understanding of water by putting methods from different disciplines
to work, depending on what questions mattered to us; therefore, the research process could be
described as permeable. For example, to document processes and explorations, we used survey
practices that I was acquainted with from Geosciences, as well as pedagogical documentation
practice from Early Childhood Education that were familiar to both the preschool children
and me (cf., Lenz Taguchi, 2010; Palmer, 2016). We also made use of our different situated knowl-
edges (Haraway, 1988). For example, I shared my knowledges both from my long working
experience in preschools as well as from my academic background in the Geosciences and
Education. The children, on the other hand, shared their knowledges of their neighbourhood,
the Tiger Stream and its waters. It was also of importance that some children had recently been
in regions with water scarcity, and that some children had been part of the preparations for the
annual Litter-Picking Day organised by the Keep Sweden Tidy Foundation (2019). Together,
we took care of our relations in a mutual understanding that we mattered for each other, as well
as for the research process.

The data woven into this article is related to the Tiger Stream and has been selected by both the
preschool children and myself. During the sessions, we took photos or films on a digital tablet; for
example, Oscar, one of the 4-year-olds who participated most of the time through his snapshots,
has been an important contributor to this article. We also took notes or drew in different project
diaries. Both the children and I had the authority to delete or save what we found interesting and
important for the process. Thus, at times we were so engaged in the water’s flows that we forgot to
document. Further, as a researcher, at times I had to let go and lose control both of the research
process as well as the data production.

The name ‘Oscar’ and all the other names used in the article are pseudonyms and were
collected from the governmental agency Statistics Sweden’s (2019a, 2019b) list of the most
common names from 2018 for newborns. The project followed the ethical requirements for
regulating Swedish research involving humans. In the upcoming analysis of three excerpts,
my approach has been to stay as close as possible to the here-and-now data when reproducing
the narratives.

Water as method — flows and meetings
The fieldwork started out with an assignment for the children to bring water, in any physical
state (liquid, solid or gas), to the preschool. Together with their guardians, the children prepared
and delivered water in bottles, jars and plastic bags. At the preschool, we explored the variations
of water; we smelled, looked at, listened to, touched and tasted it. This deepened the understanding
of water. In this first phase, we paid attention to multiple kinds of water: saltwater, freshwater,
ice water, dirty water, fish-tank water and so on. We also word-played with water as prefixes
and/or suffixes, in which water unfolded different aspects of water that mattered to us and
concerned us — the ‘relational material-semiotic worldings’ of water (Haraway, 2016, p. 13).
During our first session, water emerged as a hands-on empirical method, which was similar to what
geoscientists do in a research practice. To smell, taste and sense empirical material became an
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approach to understand and get to know the research object. In this first phase, the relations between
containers, the water and ourselves were of interest, but also the relations between our different earlier
experiences of water, knowledges of water, questions to and relations with water, and different possi-
ble flows to follow unfolded for the research groups and/or for the individual child.

After the initial research session, we asked ourselves where we could find water. We started to
pay attention to water indoors, noticing puddles of water on the hallway floor, in the dishwasher,
in the freezer, dripping from taps, as droplets in sinks and condensing on drying cabinets.
Furthermore, we experienced dirty water in the Tiger Stream and shared both the experiences
of Ebba and Leo of economising with water in regions with water scarcity. The somewhat
neglected, mundane water became something noticed and paid attention to. The children and
I came to understand that water was not one thing; water was many different things and could
be experienced, looked at, experimented with and explored from a multiplicity of different
approaches. Each child had her/his own way of understanding, perceiving and defining water.
The taken-for-granted water started to unfold as something more than a resource. We paid
attention to the distinct marking on the Tiger Stream’s brink indicating normal water level, different
debris in the stream, and how strong the force of water had been when finding big and/or heavy
material along the stream, and how salty and dirty waters affect our and other organisms’ bodies.
We documented certain manners and ways of trying to capture what was important to us in
relation to water.Water called and insisted on our attention, asking us questions about velocity, force,
depth, pollution, presence and absence of water. It called for responsibility and seriousness.

Foam and clamshells — pollution

In early April, the project had been ongoing for three months. Six preschool children, aged 3 and
4, and one of the assistant teachers and I walked to the Tiger Stream. The children at the preschool
and their teachers often spent time close to the stream. They had experiences and knowledges of
the Tiger Stream and the surrounding physical space. They knew the trees, the grass, the water,
and the deer paths through the forest.

We started to walk towards the Tiger Stream. In the lower parts of the Tiger Stream, where the
water flows slowly, a white-yellow to brown-yellow foam covers the water surface. The outer
parts of the foam look like quills. Where does the foam come from? Further up the stream on
the brink of the stream, Adam finds a pile of big white pinkish clamshells. Why are there clam-
shells in the forest?

The children thought that the foam in the stream was pollution of some sort; they had no
previous experience of foam in this stream. We talked about the foam and I explained that though
an aesthetic anomaly, the foam had a natural explanation, being residues of microorganisms’
activities and chemical humification of animal and plant matter. The attention paid to the foam pro-
duced other questions about pollution, such as what pollution is, where it comes from, as well as who
and what pollutes. Adam’s paying attention to the pile of clamshells could have resulted from our
discussions on pollution. These seemingly natural phenomena, the clamshells, were not indigenous to
the forest nor to the Baltic Sea. The pile of shells in the forest made us theorise about why they had
been left in the forest and by whom. The seemingly normal phenomena turned into a pollution of the
forest. Our response became to pick up the shells and bring them to the preschool, as Ebba suggested,
to use them in the art and crafts room, while pondering over why there were no Swedish clamshells
in this room. We picked up the shells, placed them in bags, and brought them to the preschool as
empirical evidence important for the upcoming work. Thus, how and why the shells had ended up in
the forest in the first place puzzled us throughout our research together.

On our way back to the preschool, Freja andWalter started to pick litter from the ground in the
forest and on the stream brink, running back and forth and throwing the litter in the litterbins
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along the walking path. Axel, Stella and Leo also started to pick litter while singing a litter-picking
song they had sung during preparation for the upcoming annual litter-picking day. This attention
paid towards litter may have also been drawn from our previous discussions on pollution. During
the picking, the litter was categorised by the children as either throw-away litter or as litter to keep
and reuse. For example, Leo found parts for his water filter machine. The litter along the walkway
and in the neighbourhood both concerned us and mattered to us. By contributing as litter-pickers,
the children started in the here and now, and made a difference there and then.

The examination of the Tiger Stream, as well as the litter picking, induced delicate ethical
questions. Is it right to move the clamshells from the forest? Is the foam toxic? What will happen
if litter is not removed from the forest? What happens to the litter once the bins are emptied?
These questions were prompted by water, or by the encounter with the stream and its surroundings.
These questions turned into ethical problems for me, as well as the assistant teachers, because
at first we did not know how to handle the questions arising from the situation (cf., Palmer
2016). Thus, the problem turned into theorising, during which we started to talk and ask open
questions about pollution and the cause of pollution, raising questions about dislocation and
relocation of matter and organisms. These were questions with ethical implications on a small
as well as on a large scale, about moving matter and organisms through the geosystem from
one place to another in an interconnected world. This way of approaching tricky questions
together with the children was also included as part of the method.

Memories of tadpoles

The Tiger Stream became a place we returned to during the fieldwork; we went back because we
wanted to find out more about the stream and its waters — we were part of and connected with
the stream and its surroundings. The more time we spent with the stream, the more we noticed
and paid attention to subtle changes. In the middle of June when we— six children aged 3, 4 and
5 years, an assistant teacher and myself — returned to the Tiger Stream, it was altered and very
different from the week before.

The interface: the small stream and the pathway to and from the train station is a pool of dry
debris: golf balls, bottles, plastic of different sorts, burnt out fireworks, leaves, twigs, branches,
grass, weeds, sand and mud, but there is no water. The stream is dry. We physically and
mentally felt the dramatic change from one week to another. Some of us jumped on the hard
ground; the springy clayey feeling was gone and replaced by a mute hard ground with cracks.
The tall aspens, the nettles and other nitrogen thriving plants’ leaves dropping in the warmth,
produced a different sound in the warm breeze, saturated with smells of drought and decay.

When the six children and I experienced the absence of the water, the project had been ongoing
for six months, and we had other experiences and knowledges of this well-known part neighbouring
the preschool. The otherwise cold and moist parts surrounding the stream were now hot and dry.
The surroundings looked, felt and smelt different; it was dusty and reminiscent of late summer and
autumn, though it was midsummer. The mystery of the missing water puzzled us. We wondered
where the water had gone and why it was gone. At the same time, the otherwise submerged debris
now revealed itself as a garbage pit, making us able to identify individual parts.

As far as we can see upstream, the stream is dry. We walk alongside the stream, following the
meandering. Here and there at the deepest sections, we find puddles of water. Alexander suggests
we could refill the stream with the method he earlier developed indoors, transporting water
from one vessel to another. Further up the stream, the puddle, which a week ago was teeming
with tadpoles, is dry. Elsa asks, ‘Where are the tadpoles?’ A red squirrel comes down from the
canopy searching perhaps for water or tadpoles in and around the dry streambed.We walk in the
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dried-up stream and on the stream brink, searching for water and tadpoles. Where the stream
submerges, we find tadpoles, fast moving when our shadows fall on the water. Walking back
to the preschool, we take the dried-up stream as a trail. Lilly asks, ‘What has happened to
the water?’

Some of us elaborated on Alexander’s suggestion to refill the stream. However, Elsa reminded
Alexander that his method did not work and elaborated on what water to refill the stream with.
I mentioned the problem of transporting water from one place to another, bearing in mind previ-
ous discussions of dislocating and relocating. The impact of the lack of rain, the dry stream and
the absent water took over and made us talk more quietly. One of us uttered something about the
tadpoles and we started to run or walk fast upstream, concerned for the tadpoles, wondering what
could have happened to them. When we reached the place where the tadpoles were the week
before, it was dry and empty. We discussed whether the puddle was empty of tadpoles due to
the lack of water and the subsequent tadpoles’ death or due to the tadpoles turning into small
frogs or toads. Without consensus, we started to look for puddles of water with tadpoles, finding
one with tadpoles still in it. During this session, water demanded our attention due to its absence.
While following the flow of the absent water, ethical and existential aspects of its absences were
uncovered, such as the causes of its absence, and consequences, such as the presumed death of the
tadpoles, as well as the squirrel’s presumed search for water. An absence that posed and unfolded
many ethical questions involving who or what had taken the water concerned us. We could not
avoid responding to these questions as they pushed us into an ethical affective thinking-doing;
anxiety, sadness and pain were unavoidable. It required courage for us to stay with the problem
and consider ourselves as part of and folded into the ethical dilemmas that emerge (Palmer, 2016).
Why was the water gone? Where had it gone? Had someone taken the water from the stream?
What would happen to the remaining tadpoles and the squirrel? The children speculated and had
different theories about the missing water and the animals. They drew attention to the water’s
relations to and connections with everything, and that everything living shares water, paraphras-
ing Chen, MacLeod, and Neimanis (2013). This argument can be related to previously mentioned
studies that focused on investigating human and animal relations in a school and a preschool
context (Hohti & Tammi, 2019; Nxumalo & Pacini-Ketchabaw, 2017).

When we got back to the preschool for lunch, we talked about nothing else but the dry stream,
the presumed death of the tadpoles, and whether or not the red squirrel had shown up in search of
water, tadpoles or because it was lonely. Questions and answers spread to the other research
groups. We started to ask each other questions and shared our situated knowledges; some started
to plan where to go next time to find tadpoles and water. Some theorised on what to do about the
situation, while some agreed with Alexander’s solution to move water from one place to another.
Others wanted to save the few remaining tadpoles by moving them to an aquarium at the pre-
school, which in turn resulted in questions about how to take care of captured tadpoles, such as
what do they eat? What do they need to survive? Who will take care of them during the weekends?
Do humans have the right to capture and save animals? Once again, ethically challenging ques-
tions about dislocation and relocation arose.

Following water through the study also produced a readiness to put thoughts, experiences and
knowledges into action. The research approach became aligned with what Stengers (2018)
describes as science led by curiosity where the processes are led by interest and genuine questions,
and where different fields of knowing work together. It also showed how different thought
collectives were helpful when employing a common matter of concern (Stengers, 2018).

Conclusion
In the beginning of this article, I wrote that I would show how water became a method in the
empirical work with children and water. During the analysis, I have followed the flows of water
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through the preschool children and my collaborative research practices and explorations, unfold-
ing how encounters with water produced knowledge about environmental issues. In this part,
I will describe what can be learnt from the study and its contribution to research within the fields
of Early Childhood Education and Environmental Education.

This article shows that doing research with preschool children about environmental issues that
concern the children within their familiar context could involve a permeable research approach
informed by both explorative pedagogical working method and methods from Geoscience. Thus,
starting here and now and staying with the trouble, as Haraway (2016) suggests, was at times not
an easy task. For example, when ethical and existential questions competed for attention with
questions about tattoos, younger siblings or candy, what mattered to the children in relation
to the question of environmental issues concerning water? It therefore became relevant to start
out with the preschool children’s and my own curiosity, questions, earlier experiences and situated
knowledges of water. When allowing water to be part of the research, guiding the issue through
both pollution and ethics, the matters of concern became tangible in explorative dialogue that
produced water as method. This dialogue comprises a ‘speculative proposal, a “what-if”’
(Haraway et al., 2016, p. 554). We managed to meet through water and establish shared interests,
leading the explorations further. Through the preschool children’s and my attention, and the
questions this attention produced, we shaped the research process together with water. Joint en-
vironmental matters of concern shaped by water became vital, like pollution and absence of water.
We communicated both with each other and with water, paying attention to foam, clamshells,
litter, tadpoles, squirrels and relations during which different ethical aspects were dealt with,
and water proposed possible flows and actions (cf., Stengers, 2018).

However trivial, small and mundane this study may have come about, it can be argued that it
matters and may have implications elsewhere (cf. Malone, 2018; Taylor & Pacini-Ketchabaw,
2015). In our contemporary epoch, the Anthropocene, where climate change challenges our mode
of thinking and being, Stengers (2015) argues for different creative approaches to doing research
together with those it affects. It this article, young children were included in research about their
matters of concern in relation to environmental issues, which may have implications on how
to revise Early Childhood Education, and Environmental Education. The article supports the
arguments of Haraway et al. (2016) that research in the Anthropocene, when starting here
and now with what we have, can be an invitation to possible worlds, with different work practices
and different disciplinary skills.
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