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ABSTRACT
In the new Curriculum for Wales (Cwricwlwm i Gymru) which is phasing in
from September 2022, the concept of ‘cynefin’ (‘the place where we feel
we belong’) is core to developing children’s understandings of place
and identity. While cynefin has long been considered in a wider cultural
and heritage context in Wales, it is not yet clearly understood in
education, and is rarely explored from the pupil perspective. Drawing
on data gathered from four primary schools in Wales (n = 67 children,
aged 7–10), using the method of photo elicitation to scaffold talk, this
article explores children’s understandings of what cynefin means to
them. Themes of people, place, activity, and emotions/feelings
emerged, which interconnected in multiple, non-linear, and unique
ways, indicating the importance of nuance in primary-level curricula
design.
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Introduction

From September 2022, schools in Wales will start to follow a phased introduction of a new statutory
Curriculum for Wales (Cwricwlwm i Gymru), which has been described as a ‘bold new vision for cur-
riculum, teaching and learning’ (Sinnema, Nieveen, and Priestley 2020, 181). Representing the culmi-
nation of many years of education system-level reform in Wales (Evans 2022), there are some echoes
of the Curriculum for Excellence in Scotland, as a result of ‘transnational policy actors’ (Hulme, Beau-
champ, and Clarke 2020, 498). The new curriculum requires teachers to move beyond being a com-
pliant ‘policy actor position of receiver’ (Aldous, Evans, and Penney 2022, 499) to ‘continually shift
between or actively combine multiple policy positions – as narrators, translators, receivers, and in
some moments entrepreneurs, in enactment of the new curriculum’ (511). Through a re-envisioned
curriculum leadership role for teachers, this role as local curriculum makers (Crick and Priestley 2019)
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aspires to contribute to school and wider system-level improvement (Harris, Jones, and Crick 2020).
This is because the Welsh Government (2022) assert that ‘It is for schools and practitioners… to
decide what specific experiences, knowledge and skills will support their specific learners’. The inten-
tion is a curriculum designed in Wales and for Wales (Welsh Government 2022), whereby

Learners should be grounded in an understanding of the identities, landscapes and histories that come together
to form their cynefin…Wales, like any other society, is not a uniform entity, but encompasses a range of values,
perspectives, cultures and histories… [which are]… not simply local but provide[s] a foundation for a national
and international citizenship. (Welsh Government 2022)

Cynefin is a Welsh word ‘which is difficult to translate into English language’ (Snowden 1999, 36).
Adams (2022, 4) goes further and describes it as ‘a slippery word when trying to interpret it in
modern society. It has no direct equivalent in English and the word itself comes from ancient
times when people had a different relationship with the land’. The definition provided by Welsh Gov-
ernment to schools (2021) is ‘The place where we feel we belong, where the people and landscape
around us are familiar, and the sights and sounds are reassuringly recognisable’. As the new curricu-
lum evolves and is built in a spirit of co-construction with learners to include developing an ‘auth-
entic sense of cynefin’ (Welsh Government 2020), it is essential to seek the views of the learners
themselves to explore what cynefin means to them. Although specifically discussing environmental
education, Pulkki, Dahlin, and Värri’s (2017, 215) argument is applicable to cynefin, in that for pupils
‘to be able to develop genuine interest and engagement in/for the world, these things must surely
grow out of me; they must emerge out of my feelings, my thinking, my experience, my lived-body
awareness’ (author italics). We argue that if we listen to pupils (at all ages), we can gain unique
insights into what they believe are the complex social, political and historical connections in their
communities both within and beyond Wales, and how these shape their identities and sense of
belonging. In so doing, we also show learners that we listen to and act on their contributions,
and that they matter, creating positive learning environments that build agency and self-esteem
(Demetriou 2019). This study therefore explores primary pupils’ (aged 7–11) understandings and per-
spectives of their own sense of cynefin in four primary school settings across Wales.

Literature review

To contextualise the concept of cynefin, both in its broader sense of belonging and its specific pos-
ition in Wales and the Welsh language, it is necessary to analyse both international curricula and aca-
demic research. The structure of the review, below, will adopt this layered approach.

‘Belonging’ in international curricula

The concept of ‘belonging’ appears in a number of curriculum guidelines in both the Northern and
Southern hemispheres, including the new Curriculum for Wales which is the core focus of this study.
Yuval-Davis (2011) talks about belonging and the social and emotional importance of feeling safe
and ‘at home’, and highlights the importance of belonging not just as a personal consideration
but also in relation to complex social, political, and cultural influences. Similar lack of consistency
in meaning is highlighted by Piškur et al. (2022), who analysed how belonging is portrayed in the
curriculum guidelines of five European countries – Netherlands, Finland, Iceland, Norway, and
Sweden. They note that the actual term ‘belonging’ is an uncommon word in the guidance, but
the concept is explored using words like ‘community’, ‘participation’ and ‘values’, and they rec-
ommend that the concept of belonging warrants further academic exploration.

In Ireland, the Early Childhood Aistear, the curriculum framework for all pupils from birth to age 6,
uses four interconnected themes to describe pupils’ learning and development: Well-being; Identity
and Belonging; Communicating; and Exploring and Thinking. The theme of Identity and Belonging is
about pupils developing a positive sense of who they are and feeling that they are valued and

EDUCATION 3-13 1215



respected as part of a family and community. In a literature review to support the update of Aistear,
French et al. (2022, 237) highlight:

the importance of recognising that children’s learning and development results from their unique and dynamic
socio-cultural contexts; children’s learning and knowledge-building is supported and given meaning through
everyday experiences and participation in their family and community.

Murphy (2013, 807) also highlights the related concepts of dùthchas (Scottish Gaelic) or duchas
(Irish Gaelic), which are ‘emotive’ and, like cynefin, hard to translate into English. Murphy (2013,
807) continues to explain that, although conscious of oversimplifying a complex idea, dùthchas is
‘being-in – place (in a cultural sense rather than in an existential one); captures the way that land,
people and community, past and present, are connected – connections which are maintained by
practices, language and other means’. Meighan (2022) also connects the Scottish Gaelic and Irish
Gaelic words, but adds an extra dimension, beyond people and place, by asserting that dùthchas
‘stresses the interconnectedness of people, land, culture, and an ecological balance among all enti-
ties, human and more than human’ – the latter echoing connections to the other-than-human world
discussed by Adams and Beauchamp (2022) in relation to cynefin.

Further afield, in New Zealand, tūrangawaewae, meaning a ‘place to stand’, or the ‘ground and
place which is your heritage and that you come from’ (Kahu et al. 2022, 11) is seen as a foundational
education principle (Berger and Johnston 2015). Its early childhood curriculum, Te Whāriki, is under-
pinned by the vision that pupils are ‘secure in their sense of belonging’ (Ministry of Education 2017,
5). Similarly, Australia’s national early childhood curriculum, Belonging, Being and Becoming: The
Early Years Learning Framework for Australia (EYLF; Australian Government 2009), situates belonging
as the lead concept. The curriculum outcomes refer to developing a child’s strong sense of identity,
pupils connecting with and contributing to their world, pupils having a strong sense of wellbeing,
and the importance of pupils drawing on a sense of belonging to be confident and involved learners.

Such statements of intent, however, need to be tempered by concerns about implementation. For
instance, when considering opportunities and risks arising from the belongingmotif in the Australian
framework, Sumsion et al. (2018) question why there appears to be very little guidance provided
about how it might be implemented or conceptualised beyond the level of everyday explanations
and understandings. In addition, in Wales a note of caution is raised by the ‘Black, Asian and Minority
Ethnic Communities, Contributions and Cynefin’ in the New Curriculum Working Group Final Report
(Williams 2021, 53), which identified the need to interrogate some of the assumptions that underpin
the concept of cynefin within the curriculum and

… to question its applications in a highly mobile, interconnected world, where place, history and belonging
often defy national boundary… this concept may encourage an interpretation of belonging associated with
roots rather than routes to Welsh citizenship, servicing ideas of us and them, locals and others, in which the
claims of some are seen as more authentic than others.

In addition, Adams (2022) highlights that the perceptions of all pupils are critical in challenging the
normative and confining ways of mainstream education and understandings of cynefin. The new
curriculum in Wales calls for a move towards plurilingual ideologies, where diverse cultural back-
grounds and experiences are placed at the core, allowing conceptual and epistemological change
and the development of genuine connections.

Cynefin and belonging in academic literature

Cynefin is a difficult concept to define and will potentially have individualised meanings for each
learner. Although the word now features in education, previous academic literature has been
focused on its use in business and geography. In business, for example, Snowden (1999, 36) first
used the analogy of cynefin as a ‘concept of wholeness and history’, where organisations develop
‘trusted relationships and confidence that comes from a community with common values’. The
label ‘cynefin’ was used for a subsequent sense-making framework with four domains (complex,
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knowable, known, chaos) (Kurtz and Snowden 2003). Although these conceptualisations utilise the
label ‘cynefin’, in reality they offer little for schools to apply within the curriculum.

In terms of geography, the word ‘cynefin’ is not used explicitly, but it is implicit in thinking about
place-conscious education. This aims to explore the ‘perceptual, cultural, ecological, and political
dimensions of place’ (Gruenewald 2003, 646), and how this shapes the educational experiences
and cynefin of pupils. Like cynefin, place-conscious education has many dimensions, including the
promotion of equity in the classroom (Vander Ark, Liebtag, and McClennen 2020) and the explora-
tion of ecologies of literacy (Pahl and Allan 2011).

The Curriculum forWales (2022) frames cynefin as an element in the development of learners’ iden-
tities. This resonates with the concept of funds of identity (Esteban-Guitart and Moll 2014) which
recognises the foundation of identity that pupils themselves construct. Building on the concept of
funds of knowledge (Gonzalez, Moll, and Amanti 2005) and its acknowledgment that families and
communities are a resource in pupils’ education, ‘funds of identity’ recognise that pupils’ identities
develop from the complex interaction of family and community resources as well as the child’s indi-
vidual disposition. Learninghappenswhen connections aremadebetween the learners’ fundsof iden-
tity and newmaterial/ideas. Schools that have an insight into their learners’ funds of identity are well
placed to prevent the marginalisation of minoritized students (Hogg and Volman 2020) and address
some of the challenges of cynefin that are highlighted by Williams (2021).

Adams (2022, 2) asserts that the word cynefin also ‘provides insight into ways of knowing and
states of being that are alternative to the dominant epistemologies and ontological stances in main-
stream education yet in keeping with place-based pedagogy’. He reports a conversation with a
Welsh-speaking hill farmer, who described his concept of cynefin as how sheep ‘might wander off
during the day, but they would always come back to their part of the land, their cynefin’, but
then related it to himself by stating that ‘It’s the same with me. If I’ve been away on a journey
and I come back, I can feel it, the land when I come back, my cynefin’ (Adams 2022, 4). Such
views highlight the influence of personal history and place in developing a sense of cynefin, but
also indicate that such views can be very personal to an individual and their circumstances.

Academic studies of cynefin also raise challenges with which schools are confronted as they
implement their new curricula. For instance, Adams and Beauchamp (2022) note that cynefin
could potentially help educators ‘to feel emboldened to create opportunities for their learners
where alternative states of being, and ways of knowing, are encouraged’ (15).

Sampling and sample

To explore primary pupils’ perceptions of cynefin, a purposive, convenience sample of 67 pupils
aged 7–10 years from four primary schools, geographically spread around Wales, was recruited
through existing university networks (see Table 1). All schools serve diverse communities in terms
of race, ethnicity, culture, and language.

Method

To explore pupils’ unique and nuanced perceptions of identity, culture and belonging, the study
adopted a qualitative approach. As a starting point for this work, the sample of pupils were

Table 1. Sample.

School code Location Language School year group (Pupil ages) Pupil sample

C South Wales English 5 (9–10 years) 19
A West Wales English 3 (7–8 years) 10
W North-east Wales English 3 (7–8 years) 17
T South-west Wales Welsh/Cymraeg 4 (8–9 years) 21
Total 67
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considered to be ‘experts in their own lives’ (Clark and Statham 2005, 460). As such, the project fos-
tered a participatory approach, whereby data collection was child-centred and hands-on, enabling
the pupils to construct meaning through the research process and share it with the researchers.
In other words, the research was by and with pupils, not conducted ‘on’ them (White et al. 2010).
The approach also reflected the prominence of pupil voice in the Wales context, in terms of the
legal and policy frameworks that support pupils’ rights (Tyrie and Beauchamp 2018).

In light of the above, we wanted to use a research method that gave the pupils agency (Clark and
Statham 2005). Photo elicitation, here defined simply as ‘a visual research method which uses photo-
graphs as a stimulus for talk…which can be used by pupils’ (Cooper 2017, 625), provided an appro-
priate ‘participant-driven approach’ (Vigurs and Kara 2017, 515) that is suitable for use with primary
age pupils (Shaw 2021). With this method, images are used as the stimulus for interviews to enable
participants to ‘describe to the researcher the meaning and significance of their images as well as
their perspectives and understanding thereof’ (Joubert 2012, 454). This method has the potential
to provide ‘fascinating empirical data and provide unique insights into diverse phenomena, as
well as empowering and emancipating participants by making their experiences visible’ (Oliffe
and Bottorff 2007, 850). Such an approach also provides the opportunity for capturing voices that
are not usually heard (Wilson et al. 2008).

To generate the pictures for use in the interviews, the sample pupils (who were all confident users
of technology) utilised existing school equipment such as iPads and computers. The original inten-
tion of the study was to use auto-driven photography (also known as native, reflexive or participant-
generated images) (Ford et al. 2017), where the pupils would capture images of ‘things that are
important to them in a particular context’ (Guillemin and Drew 2010, 176). However, in reality, we
had to accept ‘uncertainty and discomfort as essential travel companions’ (Braun and Clarke 2022,
12) and make some adaptations to the approach due to prevailing concerns in the schools during
the immediate post-COVID timing of the study.

Hence, in response to these uncertainties and to allow for some flexibility, the pupils were also
permitted to use ‘found data’ (Wiles et al. 2008, 4) obtained through online image searches con-
ducted in the safety of the classroom setting. In both image-sourcing activities, the pupils played
an integral role in the generation of their chosen images, with sensitive facilitation by researchers
(who were experienced in working with primary school pupils) and their teachers. As a result, the
pupils had a high level of autonomy. They were encouraged to take, or find, a maximum of four
digital images of social and/or material surroundings of anything that had meaning to them. For
ethical reasons, the images did not include people.

Ethics

Ethical approval was granted by Aberystwyth University’s Ethics Panel for all university partners.
Informed consent was sought from parents and practitioners and, most importantly, from the
pupils who participated.

This ‘procedural ethics’ (ref) was also accompanied by more informal considerations of ‘ethics in
practice’, or ‘everyday ethical issues that arise in the doing of research’ (Guillemin and Gillam 2004,
263). For instance, ensuring the potential disruption of the research to pupils’ education was mini-
mised. In their role as co-researchers, the classroom teachers embedded the collection of images as a
classroom or homework task with opportunities for the pupils to collect images at home, within their
local community, or from image searches in the classroom.

The final ethical considerations related specifically to visual data. As the image collection was pre-
dominantly embedded in classroom activities, or under parental supervision through homework,
there was little danger of the pupils accessing inappropriate images. In addition, if any inappropriate
images were provided by the pupils, there were clear protocols in place through university and
school policies to handle such a situation. As all interviews took place in school settings, there
was an added layer of protection.
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Data collection

Four members of the research team undertook data collection through small group interviews, with
a maximum of four children in each group. The interviews were conducted in three schools by
members of the research team, but a researcher was unable to visit one school due to their prevailing
post-COVID visiting rules. In this case, the interviews were conducted by the classroom teacher using
the same agreed prompts. Whilst the data from this particular school was arguably comparatively
limited, because it was not possible for a researcher to prompt for more detailed responses, it
was still included in the overall dataset for analysis.

All the pupils showed their chosen pictures during the interviews, either in print form or on a
tablet/iPad. These images were used as the visual stimulus for group interviews, which were
audio-recorded and transcribed for analysis. These interviews were semi-structured around agreed
open prompts, such as ‘Can you tell me about your image?’, together with sensitive follow-up ques-
tions to elicit detailed responses. All the pupils talked about their images and what they represented
and, in some instances, chose to explain the reasons for their choices by sharing associated stories
and/or experiences.

Data analysis

The images used in this study were ‘neutral tools in the research process’ (Lipponen et al. 2016, 937),
in the sense that no attempt was made to read further meaning into the images by analysing them.
The main data source was therefore the ‘voice’ of the pupils in the interview transcripts. The analysis
followed a hybrid (Fereday and Muir-Cochrane 2006) approach to thematic analysis to ‘understand
the situated nature of participants’ interpretations and meanings’ (Ezzy 2002, 81). The initial codes
reflected the focus of the research study (Fereday and Muir-Cochrane 2006, 84), while also allowing
the generation of new codes and themes (Braun and Clarke 2022). The analysis followed Nowell
et al.’s (2017) approach to qualitative analysis to achieve ‘trustworthy’ outcomes as a team.
Members of the research team met after each stage of the data-gathering, for discussion and deb-
riefing, to agree on the coding generated through their analyses. This approach allowed for ‘open
coding’ and involved ‘a constant moving back and forward between phases’ (Nowell et al. 2017,
4), using diagramming as appropriate to develop iterations of a final model (discussed later in
this paper). Other members of the research team provided externality to the analytical process, par-
ticularly in developing iterations of the final model.

Discussion and findings

As no significant differences in findings were identified between the schools, they are reported as a
whole. The analysis generated four key themes that outline what shaped the pupils’ sense of cynefin:

(1) People
(2) Place
(3) Activity
(4) Emotions/feelings

In addition, we identified three dimensions to each theme, which were initially categorised as
micro, meso and macro. The term macro, however, which implies coverage of larger societal
issues such as ideology, cultures, social norms, policy and so on (Piškur et al. 2022), presented
some challenges due to its lack of connection to the pupils, who reflected much more personal con-
cerns. In this context, Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 7–8) concept of exo-systems seemed to better rep-
resent a larger scale whilst retaining a personal connection, where a child ‘may never enter (a
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setting) but in which events occur that affect what happens in the person’s immediate environment’.
The dimensions explored in this study are hence described as:

. Micro: home and immediate family

. Meso: local community, including school, clubs, places of worship, family living locally

. Exo (akin to ‘Cynefin beyond Wales’): extended family, family history, holidays, visits.

The four themes and three dimensions are not hierarchical in nature, but constantly interact on
multiple, non-linear levels. These are examined in detail below, using pupil-voice quotes from the
interviews to exemplify and explore ideas. Each child is identified by a code (e.g. CG4) to ensure
anonymity. After each theme has been discussed, it will be incorporated into a final conceptual
model to demonstrate the emergent patterns of non-linear interactions.

Theme 1 – people: the importance of ‘who’ in the development of cynefin

During the data collection process, the pupils were encouraged to create or find and share photo-
graphs of places/things that were important to them. The pupils were told not to photograph or use
pictures that contained people. However, when prompted to explain why they had chosen their
photograph, the pupils often highlighted the significance of the connections it had to the people
in their lives. Such connections clearly shaped their perceptions of cynefin and what they considered
to be important to them.

On a micro scale, these were reflected by the importance of immediate family, often prompted by
choosing pictures of their homes. Typical quotes included:

I feel safe. It is the people. When I spend time with my family. (WG9)

I love my home because all my favourite family members are there. (CG1)

The importance of wider family at a micro level is demonstrated by the following interview
extract:

Pupil: The picture is my Nana’s house. And I was it. It’s a place where I feel safe. I guess it feels like my
house. And I feel really safe.

Interviewer: So tell me about your picture. Why that place is really important to you?
Pupil: It is my Nana’s house. And when I was born, she always used to look after me and take care of me

and every time we go there, she always spoils us. We always go there at Christmas and after
school. (WG1)

At a meso level, the pupils highlighted the importance of people outside of their family and friends.
For example, those who framed their responses using cynefin as a concept noted that members of
the local community, such as teachers and sports coaches, as well as famous, religious and inspira-
tional figures, shaped their sense of cynefin:

I feel happy, because if [name of football team] score goals he [dad] would lift me up. And we would all shout
and we would be very happy if [name of football team] won the match. (WG7)

I chose the (local monument) because [it] is really important to our school and community. (CG2)

… I have the best teacher and support system (CG1)

At an exo level, pupils also chose pictures that reminded them of memories of special people that
they were not able to see frequently, including the significance of people who live in other countries:

My picture is not in Wales … I don’t have any grannies or grandpas here, I only have them in Bulgaria. And that
is why this is more important. (WG4)

This was my family garden in Nigeria… this one makes me the saddest because I really miss my friends (AG1)
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I think it’s an important part of connecting. So not just the place but the people you go with to the place (WG4)

I have friends and see lots of the same people; they help me feel I belong. (WG8)

Although asked not to use photographs of people, for the pupils in the sample the meaning of the
places they chose to talk about was inextricably linked to the people with whom they shared the
space, or who were somehow memorialised in the space and/or in souvenirs captured in the pic-
tures. This suggests that ‘belonging to a place becomes one and the same as belonging to a
group of people’ (Antonsich 2010, 649). In our data, however, the people who were important to
the pupils’ perceptions of cynefin were far from random. Their perceptions are influenced by
specific contemporary or historical figures, family and community figures, and those who were
both present (especially immediate family) and at a distance.

In many cases, people were a fundamental part of the pupils’ feeling of safety, with home, garden
or school as the places they shared with family members at the micro level. As noted above,
however, the borders between different levels are porous and can span from micro and exo level,
often within a single image. For example, a child talked in detail about photographs of family
from Nigeria (exo), who appeared in their chosen picture of the main room in the family home
(micro). Thus, the child’s sense of belonging was rooted in the security of a family with international
ties, capturing their complex ‘funds of identity’ (Esteban-Guitart and Moll 2014). Similar experiences
were explored by pupils talking about their grandparents, who lived in Bulgaria or Sri Lanka; in these
cases, the images were of locations outside Wales, demonstrating the need to develop a conception
of cynefin which reaches beyond the geographical borders of a country.

Theme 2 – place: the importance of ‘where’ in the development of cynefin

As a concept, cynefin has often been centred around ‘place-based identities’ and ‘place-making’. The
Curriculum for Wales (2022) emphasises ‘identities, landscapes and histories’. This understanding of
cynefin has remained focused on localities and how this shapes individuals’ perceptions of them-
selves, others, and the world. In our data, the responses resonated with Antonsich’s (2010, 646)
notion of ‘place-belongingness’, where a place, not necessarily a domesticated or material space,
is felt as ‘home’ and is a ‘symbolic space of familiarity, comfort, security, and emotional attachment’.
When asked to choose an image of a place that was important to them, many of the pupils chose to
focus on private spaces of personal significance and spoke about safety and comfort. Many pupils
chose pictures of their houses (often a specific room therein), their gardens, or the immediate
area outside their homes, reflecting the micro level. For instance, on a micro level, typical responses
included:

My safe place is my home because I feel that I belong because … well … it reminds me of the reason that I’m in
this world – family, friendship and kindness. It makes me feel right and it makes me feel like I belong (T4)

My place is my bedroom. I can lie in my bed and think about everything that’s happened that day, and that week,
and I can dream about what’s happening tomorrow. (T14)

Also, I have a picture of my room inside, this has my most valuable items (CG1)

My picture is my garden. And I chose it because we have lots of special parties there. And it makes me feel
special… (AG3)

Although our data highlighted the importance of place-making on a micro level, it also demon-
strated the importance of places outside of pupils’ localities. Cynefin emerged as being shaped by
place on both a meso and exo level, so it is critical to explore this dynamic and how it often connects
back to the child’s current locality. The pupils discussed the importance of places at a meso level in
their wider community, with typical responses including:

This mosque is important to me (CG5)
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I put down [name of rugby team] RFC because that is the rugby team that I play for and I feel safe there and I
enjoy it (T2)

My next one is the Medical Centre. They are such a great help (WG3)

[name of local facility] because I go bowling and to the cinema with my family (CG2)

I put the library because I like to read… I get to choose new books… it’s close to me and it’s like really big (CG4)

Such quotes suggest that the pupils in this study were aware of the affordances offered by the wider
community beyond their homes. Affordances here are defined as functional or beneficial character-
istics of the environment that ‘play a role in supporting social activities, play or other experiences and
activities’ (Langager and Spencer-Cavaliere 2015, 658). They also represent a form of ‘social attach-
ment or “bondedness” [which] consists of social ties, belongingness to the neighbourhood, and fam-
iliarity with fellow residents and neighbourhood’ (Scannell and Gifford 2010, 4).

At an exo level, the pupils also demonstrated that the importance of cynefin is not just rooted in
the local. Indeed, their sense of Cynefin was shaped by places all over the world (even if they had
never visited them) and ultimately shaped how they saw themselves and the processes of place-
making within their current locality. Responses reflected the diversity of the sample pupils, including:

Sri Lanka is my home (WG3)

My first picture is of Honduras, where I am from. It is important to me, but I have never been able to go there
(CG1)

(Talking about the Blue Mosque) “This is in Turkey Istanbul and that is why it is special to me” (CG3)

My picture is of Ireland. We go there every year to remember my Great-Great Grandmother (T19)

One additional dimension, which was only reported by one child so is not included in our overarch-
ing conceptual model, is what Beauchamp (2017, 129) calls ‘imaginary places’, as demonstrated in
this interview extract:

Pupil: And I like playing football with my dad. And it also makes me feel magical because I have a fairy
garden on the bottom of my garden.

Interviewer: The fairy garden’s not on the pictures.
Pupil: I know but it’s kind of like in the corner.
Interviewer: Do you want to tell us about the fairy garden? That sounds really interesting.
Pupil: So, the fairy garden is where we leave stuff out for the fairies, and they come and replace it with

something else.…we put plants and stuff in it. And if stuff, if like stuff crumbles up, we replace it
with something new. And one time I accidentally broke the swing, and the night fairies replaced
it with a new one.

All these examples suggest that the pupils experienced a form of place attachment comprised of the
bond between ‘individuals and their meaningful environments’ (Scannell and Gifford 2010, 1). In
their tripartite model of place attachment, Scannell and Gifford (2010) characterise ‘place’ as one
component which they divide into social (arena and symbol) and physical (natural and built)
places at three spatial levels: home; neighbourhood; and city. Our data suggest that an emotional
place (or even an imaginative place) could be added to this characterisation.

It appears that the importance of places assigned by the pupils may not always be obvious to
others. This accords with Rasmussen’s (2004) distinction between ‘places for children’ (largely
fixed in time and prescribed by others), and ‘children’s places’ (largely personal and ephemeral,
therefore subject to change when the child’s relationship with the place changes). Rasmussen
(2004, 171) suggests that we should therefore be aware of children.

as social and cultural actors who create places that are physical and symbolic and call attention to ‘the interfaces’
between adults’ understanding of what one can and should do in a place for children and children’s understand-
ing of this matter.
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We argue that such distinctions make interpreting or ascribing cynefin very difficult for others, even
though pupils appear to be able to articulate their individual perceptions of a place and what it
means to them if they are asked to do so. Indeed, we suggest that pupils ascribe their own particular
meaning to the setting and view it through a personal lens (and not that of an adult or even another
child). In this way we argue that they are using ‘geography’, both local and distant, as a ‘fund of
knowledge’, which in turn helps to build a ‘fund of identity’ (Esteban-Guitart and Moll 2014, 39)
to define themselves and their sense of cynefin.

Theme 3 – activity: the importance of ‘what’ in the development of cynefin

Our data highlight that it was not always just the place or the people that made it special and impor-
tant to the pupils’ sense of cynefin, but rather the activities that they undertook on their own or with
others. In other words, just being in a place was not always enough, and activities added another
dimension. The types of activity were many and varied, and often overlapped at all levels (as pre-
viously mentioned) with other themes, especially people. For example, some pupils illustrated the
importance of this on a micro level, by discussing what they do in their homes and gardens:

I like to dig up potatoes and plant stuff (AG2)

My mum lets me eat food out in the garden. I like playing with my brother on my little tree house and playing
football there (AG2)

I like playing football with my dad (AB3)

At a meso level, pupils identified a range of activities that shaped their cynefin, such as sports, learn-
ing, exploring areas and even shopping in the wider community:

We would all shout and we would be very happy if [name of football team] won the match… I would be part of
the community watching the football. (WG7)

I love to go there [beach] with my family and go on my paddleboard. I like to climb the rocks with my mom.
(AG3)

My place is [name of] dance company. I chose [name of] dance company because when I am there it makes me
happy, and I feel safe. (T9)

At the exo level, the activities that some of the pupils identified had global connections. Some
examples include learning/speaking other languages and visiting religious sites in other countries:

“It is in South Africa where I liked to walk.”… “We walked everywhere there because we did not have a car. We
walk everyday here.” (WG6)

This is a photo of the temple in India that me and my family go to. (CG4)

This was in my family garden in Nigeria (Picture of them gardening) (AG1)

These activities, or lived experiences, accord with another of Esteban-Guitart and Moll’s (2014, 38)
funds of identity, namely ‘practical funds of identity’, regarded as ‘any meaningful activity such as
work, sports, or music’. Since these activities are meaningful to individual pupils, they contribute
to the development of their identity which, in turn, contributes to their conception of cynefin.

Theme 4 – emotions and feelings: the affective aspect of cynefin

The varied combinations of the themes above led to the articulation of a wide range of emotions and
feeling by the pupils. These transcended the micro, meso and exo levels and represented another
dimension of cynefin. Examples from the interviews below are indicative of the wide range of
emotional responses described by pupils:

It feels like my home with my friends. (In context of going to a dessert restaurant with friends) (WG3)
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This one makes me the saddest because I really miss my friends. (AG1)

So that this is why it’s special to me because when I went there, I felt confident (talking about a visit to a mosque
in Turkey) (CG5)

So, hearing the waves on the beach inWales makes me feel like I am supposed to be here.… So, when you to the
beach everything is calm, so you feel calm yourself. (WG7)

… I feel happy relaxed and at peace (CG2)

Such responses reflect Scannell and Gifford’s (2010, 4) notion of a ‘positive, affective bond between
an individual and a specific place’, but they also suggest that an affective response, and then cynefin,
is not generated by the place alone.

Developing a model of cynefin

When analysing the data as a research team, it was helpful to use an iterative process of diagram-
ming (Nowell et al. 2017) to analyse the relationship between the various themes that were gener-
ated. The aim was to develop an understanding of how the pupils in this study constructed their
sense of cynefin, starting with ‘an emphasis on the embodied lived experience of place’ (Hackett
2014, 10). In examining different visualisations of data, it became apparent that Bronfenbrenner’s
(1979) original ecological theory offered the best way of representing our findings. More specifically,
we found that Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 3) conception of an ecological environment as ‘a set of nested
structures, each inside the next, like a set of Russian dolls’was particularly suitable, so it provided the
starting point for the framing of a model. It is worth noting, however, that our model does not reflect
Bronfenbrenner’s later work (particularly the concept of time) because this study focused on a
moment in time, rather than on time as developmental processes. This was seen as unproblematic
because, as Tudge et al. (2009, 207) point out, ‘Bronfenbrenner never implied (let alone stated out-
right) that every aspect of the model had to be included within any study’.

In our new model (Figure 1), the outer ‘doll’ is cynefin, with emotions/feelings, and then people,
place and activity nested within it. It is important to note, however, that the boundaries between

Figure 1. Model of cynefin for primary school pupils in this study.
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‘dolls’ or elements of the model are porous, and are thus represented by dotted lines. We define
people, place and activities as the core domain of the model (each with three levels: micro, meso
and exo), with emotions/feelings as the affective domain, and cynefin as the conceptual domain.
There is an element of directionality only in so far as cynefin begins in the core, which evokes an
affective element, and the synergy of both create a sense of cynefin, but since this is not linear or
predictable it is not included in the model. For example, ‘family’ might appear in any other core
element depending on physical and emotional proximity, and the activity being undertaken (if
any). Therefore, we suggest that people, place and activity on their own do not represent cynefin,
unless they generate an affective response (feelings/emotions). In this model, words from the
pupils are used to represent the range of emotions reported, but we do not try to link these to a
specific activity or suggest that they all need to be present to generate a sense of cynefin. In addition,
we suggest that individually people, place or activity (at any level) can each generate an affective
response, leading to a sense of cynefin. Or, any combination of the core elements has the same
potential to create an affective response, particularly linking people to place and activity, leading
to cynefin.

Conclusion

The model of cynefin for primary school pupils in this study, authentically articulated through
pupil-voice, reflects our belief that ‘children’s perspectives of their world are unique’ (Joubert
2012, 452), and need to be captured through the research process. The concept of cynefin is an
important feature of the new curriculum in Wales, but is as yet not clearly understood, certainly
from a pupil perspective. While we acknowledge the possible limitation that the model is based
on a small-scale sample (n = 67 primary school pupils from four schools), what has emerged is
the fact that cynefin is individual to each pupil. As such, this reflects the importance of ‘my feelings,
my thinking, my experience, my lived-body awareness’ (author italics) (Pulkki, Dahlin, and Värri
2017, 215). Indeed, the ways in which the pupils described cynefin echoes the Welsh-speaking
hill farmer described by Adams (2022, 4), who talked of ‘my cynefin’ (our emphasis). We suggest
that, as cynefin is integrated into the new curricula being developed by primary schools in
Wales, teachers need to be aware that it is not a generic, abstract concept, but is unique to
each pupil. To explore this with pupils, we suggest that visual methods are a useful tool for unlock-
ing the core domain of people, place and activity and could be used in further research in this are
to build on the model outlined in this article. It is also necessary to explore and articulate resultant
affective domains of emotions and feelings to fully understand what cynefin means to pupils in
primary schools in Wales.
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