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Abstract: The article analyses the Slovak preschool education sector using Bourdie-
u’s field theory. It describes stable and volatile points in the evolution of preschool 
education in terms of the power games occurring within the specific social field of 
power relations shaped during these games. It explores the groups of powerful pla-
yers that represent the political, civic-professional and academic sub-fields exerting 
an influence over the preschool field who in different ways and at various times 
control the preschool field and structure within it the hierarchy of power relations in 
preschool education governance. The analysis is empirically illustrated; the power 
relations played out and were renewed when the national preschool curriculum was 
undergoing fundamental change. It describes the strategies, processes and conse-
quences of changes in the power relations between the sub-fields and the associated 
behaviour of the actors. The analysis shows how the power conflicts ultimately led to 
the homologous relations between the sub-fields transforming into democratically-
-structured power relations in preschool education governance.

Key words: field theory, social field, specific field, sub-field, Bourdieu, Slovakia, cu-
rriculum, preschool education.

Introduction

The preschool education sector has been undergoing dynamic change and 
hence there is a need to explain the causes of these changes and ascertain 

1	 This work was supported by the research projects VEGA 1/0057/15, VEGA 2/0140/15, 
KEGA 005TTU-4/2015, KEGA 006TTU-4/2017. 
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their impact on the sector. A number of theoretical approaches can be used 
to describe these changes, depending on the aspect of the education sector 
we wish to focus on. In this article we look at education policy, the groups 
of actors involved in preschool decision-making and the power relations be-
tween existing groups of actors. We do this from a social theory perspective 
and so P. Bourdieu’s theory of social fields is a logical choice (Lima & Cam-
pos, 2015).

Bourdieu defines a social field as “a multi-dimensional space of positions” 
(1985, p. 724). The form a social field takes “defines the state of the power 
relations, institutionalized in long-lasting social statuses, socially recog-
nized or legally guaranteed, between social agents objectively defined by 
their position in these relations” (p. 725). Bourdieu’s concept is therefore 
appropriate for analysing social sectors in which there are strongly institu-
tionalised relations and ties between the social groups who engage in that 
sector and seek to participate in decision-making processes. 

The education sector, or in Bourdieu’s phraseology the education field, 
is well-suited to this type of analysis. Several analyses have been conduct-
ed within this field; nonetheless, the preschool education sector has not 
been described in sufficient empirical depth from a field theory perspective. 
A number of studies exist on conceptual and methodological issues relating 
to Bourdieu’s field theory and its use in explorations of the education sector 
(Grenfell & James, 2004; Grenfell, 2009; Ferrare & Apple, 2015) and re-
search has also been performed analysing the “school field” in a local setting 
(André & Hilgers, 2015), the higher education field (Naidoo, 2004), the field 
of post-secondary education in Alberta (Schmaus & Wimmer, 2013) and the 
policy field of education in relation to PISA testing (Mangez & Hilgers, 2012).

Field Theory and Preschool Education 

Bourdieu (1985, p. 724) describes a field as a structured social space, 
“as a field of forces, i.e., as a set of objective power relations that impose 
themselves on all who enter the field and that are irreducible to the inten-
tions of the individual agents or even to the direct interactions among the 
agents”. Although here one might gain the impression that power relations 
are immutable, as conceived of in social field theory they display “relative 
autonomy” (Mangez & Hilgers, 2012, p. 191). Each social field, including the 
education field, is subordinated to what Bourdieu calls the “field of power” 
(Bourdieu, 1993), which corresponds to the general power constellations at 
nation-state level (Buchholz, 2016). The “field of power” (as a “meta-field” – 
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Schmaus & Wimmer, 2013, p. 99) shapes the power relations at both the 
social-field level (for instance, the education field) and in “specific fields” 
(Hilgers & Mangez, 2015, p. 8); here, the field of preschool education.

In addition to external factors, internal factors within certain “sub-fields”, 
mainly the potential to influence different opinion platforms or groups in 
that field, also affect the way fields operate (Bourdieu, 1985). Where the 
specific field of preschool education is concerned, there are many such “sub-
fields” – formal and less formal nursery school teacher groups, professional 
associations, unions, groups of employees responsible for preschool educa-
tion at the education ministry, expert commissions for preschool education 
in government organisations, and so forth. These “sub-fields” engage in pro-
cesses of value negotiation, mutual interaction and influence one another. 
In this way a particular image emerges of the power relations within the 
specific field of preschool education.

There is one more limiting factor. The “field of power” that for Bourdieu was 
bound to the specific conditions of the nation state is not a fully autonomous 
field in the present era. As Buchholz (2016) rightly states, to reflect current 
conditions field theory has to be extended to include a global or transnational 
field that exerts an influence on the constellation and relations between the 
various social fields within the nation state. Ratwolle and Lingard (2008) 
demonstrate how global institutions such as the OECD, UN or World Bank 
create new global fields of power that bring about changes in the arrange-
ment and constellation of social fields at nation-state level, prompting the 
restructuralisation of social fields within the nation state. In connection to 
the theory of social fields, Mangez and Hilgers (2012) show for instance the 
effect OECD PISA testing has on the social field. One can expect a similar ef-
fect to be exerted on the specific field of preschool education by for example 
the OECD’s ongoing global strategy for testing preschool-age children (the 
International Early Learning and Child Well-being Study - IELS).

Method of Analysis and Field History 

As Hilgers and  Mangez (2015) rightly state, field theory is essentially 
a means of analysing relations. It posits three basic aims – to determine the 
position and degree of autonomy of the field within the social arena; to de-
scribe and understand its specific rules and symbolic order (declarative ac-
tivities, polemics, battles etc.); to identify the main individual and collective 
actors. We will consider each of these three basic aspects of field theory in our 
analysis of the specific field of preschool education in the Slovak Republic.
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We shall begin with our first step, which is to describe the evolution of the 
field’s position within the Slovak social arena and its degree of autonomy.

From the 1950s onwards, the social field of Slovak education was not an 
autonomous field. It was strictly controlled by the “field of power” – the com-
munist regime. This latter was responsible for the specific field of preschool 
education being established early on; however, it was homogenous in struc-
ture and had a minimal number of actors or sub-fields. It was not until after 
the fall of communism in 1989 that additional sub-fields were created and 
power relations were redistributed within the specific field.

The fact that preschool education has a strong tradition in former com-
munist countries and that it received substantial backing from the outset 
means firstly that it easily became embedded as a  legitimate part of the 
wider education field and secondly that it was able to shape itself as a spe-
cific field. 

The late 1940s can be identified as the era in which this specific field be-
gan to be shaped. It then underwent a long, relatively stable and peaceful 
existence under the communist regime until the fall of communism brought 
with it a period of dynamism and internal differentiation. The last five years 
or so have been more turbulent, with the transforming (from the social and 
cultural field to the economic field of power) global field of power entering 
the arena, and the preschool education sub-field undergoing a marked dif-
ferentiation associated with the entry of new actors into the specific field 
and the subsequent emergence of new power relations, tensions and the 
re-arrangement of these relations.

If we return to the long period in which the preschool specific field enjoyed 
a relatively peaceful existence in the communist 1940s and look at the na-
ture of the power structures established under the communist regime and 
how they operated, we can see that this field and the relations within it dis-
played a simple, rigid, schematic and hierarchically fixed arrangement. Dur-
ing this period its boundary and structure were circumscribed by the mono-
lithic political education field, within which the preschool specific field had 
its own defined space and position as part of maintaining the power goals 
and relations of the political education field as a whole. The players or ac-
tors within this preschool specific field were an effective tool for achieving 
the overall political goals and did not create additional sub-fields in which 
they might pursue specific goals and different interests. The actors in the 
preschool specific field operated within a monolithic homologous structure.
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On the other hand the specific nature of preschool education, its relative 
independence within the institutional education field, the professional satu-
ration and the fact that it was rooted in the point at which the social, cul-
tural, and education fields met gave it a certain symbolic and de facto degree 
of special standing as an institution, despite it belonging to the political edu-
cation field of communist society. This meant that even under communism 
the preschool field can be regarded as a relatively independent special field 
with its own fixed hierarchy and the homologous structure and set-up re-
ferred to above. Hierarchically it contained only two groups of actors: those 
at the top, legitimising state power within the preschool sector (in terms of 
having responsibility for the preschool curriculum and for methodologies, 
nursery school inspections and teacher training); and a homogenous group 
of preschool educators – teachers operating as a single unit with a uniform 
professional identity and clearly subjugated to political power. 

Within the narrow restraints of this hierarchy, the specific preschool field 
operated as an extremely disciplined entity with a simple structure, hav-
ing formed its own collective identity as a hierarchically arranged preschool 
profession whose mission was early years education. The hierarchical rigid-
ity, discipline and stable composition of this power structure was under-
standable given the absence of any diversifying power-sharing elements, 
for example professional associations or other preschool education interest 
groups. This homologous and fixed structure of a politically controlled spe-
cific field constitutes the basis on which each specific field operates, and the 
preschool field of the communist era is no exception.

With the fall of the regime in 1989 one might have expected to see sudden 
changes in the power relations in this field and a dramatic redistribution of 
the power hierarchies. While former communist countries did undergo rapid 
power reorganisations in other areas, particularly the economic and politi-
cal sectors, this was not the case with the education sector (owing to its 
nature and the generally shared belief in Slovakia that it had not hitherto 
proved possible to fundamentally reform the sector). The homologous and 
rigid power hierarchy of the preschool field shaped under communism sur-
vived into the postcommunist era relatively untouched. The only change ob-
servable during this period was the minor formal democratisation of power 
relations in the preschool field, visible in for instance the newly created 
professional preschool teacher organisations. Two such organisations were 
created: the Society of Preschool Education (SVP) and the Slovak branch of 
OMEP, the World Organisation for Early Childhood Education (both formed 
in 1993). The structural diversification of preschool education began with 
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the emergence of a private sector, represented by the independent Associa-
tion of Private Schools and School Facilities (ASŠ). 

However, these professional associations presented no threat to the exist-
ing power structure in the preschool field. They may have formally emerged 
on the platform of an emerging democratic civil society as joint players (or 
opponents) in the public sphere; however, in the case of the preschool field 
they were simply a means of expressing professional cohesion among the 
main preschool education actors, largely nursery school teachers for un-
derstandable reasons. In fact it was through these associations that the 
hegemony of the preschool specific field should have been declared and 
strengthened because they contained actors from all levels of the hierarchy, 
including political ones. One should also point out that there were no pol-
icy distinctions between two of these professional civic organisations (SPV 
and OMEP) and that there was considerable membership overlap.

Given this and the continued homologous power constellation in preschool 
education, during the first two decades of democracy preschool education 
underwent gradual shifts and inconspicuous changes without experiencing 
power conflicts or tensions. The overall political and social changes led to 
a reduction in the availability of preschool education (the number of nurs-
ery schools fell and crèches disappeared), but this perceived threat merely 
served to bring actors in the preschool education field closer together. 

In addition innovations and changes to the national preschool curricu-
lum were introduced without provoking difficulty or resistance. The initial 
changes were cosmetic (amendments to the national curriculum to remove 
communist declarations), then (in 2008) the entire education sector expe-
rienced large-scale curriculum change in addition to structural changes. 
However, again these changes were implemented without disturbing the 
hegemony of the traditional hierarchy and subordination of the actors in 
the preschool field. It was almost as if it was still not seen as important to 
differentiate the sub-fields and their power coordinates, and the homology 
– the operating principle – of the specific field retained its stability and was 
preserved. Inside, however, it was possible to see the main players for whom 
maintaining the hierarchy remained advantageous and beneficial in terms 
of power. By dominating the entire sector the political actors, represent-
ing the education ministry, the central body responsible for nursery school 
teaching materials and the nursery school inspection authorities were able 
to stabilise their position. 
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The political actors used the homologous habitus of the preschool profes-
sional community that had shaped over time to become powerful leaders of 
the whole community, and adopting the strategy of actively engaging in the 
civic-professional sub-field, they obtained a natural position of dominance 
over the mass base of nursery school teachers. Although a sub-field was cre-
ated under the new social conditions – comprising publishers of preschool 
materials – under these conditions their action radius (and therefore busi-
ness) could only be legitimised by forming powerful connections with the 
civic-professional field, which in this case, however, also meant with the 
political field. This is illustrated in the fact that the manager of a private pre-
school education publishing concern is the chair of the largest professional 
association (the Preschool Education Society) and that political actors now 
compile or review publications. Their links with political actors via official 
(ministry) decisions on the appropriacy of publications for preschool educa-
tion lend the publications legitimacy, and all this ultimately enables them, 
through the homologous behaviour of all the actors, to spread throughout 
the entire preschool field and satisfy the demand created and ultimately the 
interests of a business sub-field. 

Finally, the subjective economic interests of many of the actors active 
in the sub-fields contributes substantially to the entire specific preschool 
field retaining its rigid and homologous mentality, because it underpins the 
financial flows that appeared in the preschool education field as a new ele-
ment in its postcommunist guise. The powerful position of the publishing 
business sub-field does not, however, play an important role in the shifts 
associated with the conceptual basis of preschool education. This sub-field 
generally relies on an adaptive strategy and powerful links, which it seeks 
out, forms and changes to suit its commercial goals. However, this pro-
vides motivation to political actors who, interested in their profits, attempt 
to maintain a powerful influence on the preschool field as a whole.

Changing Fields, Changing Relations 

The relative stability or rather rigidity of the preschool education field sus-
tained throughout the first two decades of postcommunist Slovakia can also 
be seen as the reason for the long-term stability of conceptions of preschool 
education in Slovakia. In addition preschool education having special status 
under communism, aided by its ideological goals, it had long been associ-
ated with the social mission of the early socialisation of children and prepar-
ing them for a successful start to compulsory schooling. This is reflected in 
the fact that the field of power in education has largely been focused on the 
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cultural and social objectives of education. So, just as one can observe a re-
versal in the lifelong learning sector and differences in the way first and sec-
ond generation lifelong learning is defined (Rubenson, 2008), culture goals 
have now radically shifted to become economic ones. This neoliberal turn 
to the economic is also affecting preschool education as can be seen in the 
OECD and EU strategies which emphasise new roles for preschool educa-
tion (a shift towards economic ones). 

The structure of the global field of power is changing, establishing a new 
kind of educational order (Field, 2006), and this new order is also starting to 
appear in the preschool world. It is gradually invigorating and breathing life 
into the power fields, producing new actors, awakening new tensions and 
conflicts, and altering the quality and structure of power relations (Tesar et 
al., 2017). The preschool field is losing its specificity, becoming part of the 
discourses of the education field generally and starting to be more substan-
tially reflected in the academic sphere, multiplying the number of political 
actors who are incorporating preschool education into their agendas. It is 
here that original homology of the established preschool community is being 
destroyed and reconstructed and explicit power games are appearing. 

The first signal of a change in the power relations in Slovakia’s preschool 
education field was emitted against the backdrop of the attempt to reform 
the education sector as a whole, when, in light of the shift in the global field 
of power towards economic goals in education, some curricular frameworks 
began to change (for example the introduction of standards into education 
programmes, the decentralisation of curriculum writing, the integration of 
school and preschool curricula). In 2008 for instance the preschool curricu-
lum in Slovakia underwent radical change, but its creation and rapid adop-
tion did not cause any serious upset, since they were in keeping with the 
prevailing homologous mentality of the actors. Indeed this homologous cul-
ture was unaware the domestic changes were occurring against the back-
drop of the neoliberal changes to the global field of power. 

However, the changes to the global field did activate new actors in the 
domestic specific preschool field. With more marked shifts occurring within 
global and national education, the academic actors made a strong entrance, 
establishing themselves as active players. They did not simply initiate and 
diversify the debate on preschool education, but they also entered the politi-
cal sub-field and began actively to participate in preschool decision-making. 
This new group of actors, outside the original homologous structures of the 
preschool specific field, were forcing the original actors in what had been 
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an internally undifferentiated field to clarify their power interests and hier-
archical links and to articulate their opinions and aims. It has become far 
more possible to identify the criss-crossing layers of power connections be-
tween actors from the political, academic and civic-professional sub-fields. 
The preschool education dynamics extend into the strategic power relations 
between the actors, which are evenly based on strategic games, negotia-
tions, on influencing various powerful figures, the mutual connections or 
shared interests with the opposition or coalition and partnerships of actors 
representing powerful groups.

Notwithstanding some historical moments, one can say that the academic 
sphere had its own actors in the specific field of preschool education. It 
is true to the extent that academics affiliated to preschool education were 
a visible part of this field. However, when the homologous power structure 
was in place they did not form an active powerful sub-field that could engage 
in the action. They engaged symbolically in the activities of professional as-
sociations and hence in the civic-professional field, functioning as a kind of 
intellectual ornament legitimising the status quo. In some cases they were 
behind the creation of certain education policy documents (for example the 
2008 national education programme) and yet they no longer asserted nor 
sought power over its application and the outcomes. This simply passed into 
the hands and control of political actors. Hence the academic actors tradi-
tionally occupied a passive position in the preschool specific field. 

The moment at which the academic sphere entered the preschool sector 
as an active player and relevant sub-field can be traced back to when, firstly 
as part of the transformation of the education sub-field as a  whole, the 
status of preschool education within the education field once again became 
an important theme both academically and in terms of knowledge, and sec-
ondly when the issue of preschool education curricula began to be perceived 
as the subject of  serious research on overlapping political, scientific and 
social interests. An academic group formed in Slovakia with this specific 
interest in mind established itself as an important academic sub-field and, 
based on its academic interests, spread out across the political, academic 
and education sectors, joining the power structure of the preschool specific 
sub-field. In doing so it disrupted the stable homologous hierarchy of pow-
er relations and the preschool sector was moulded into a field that would 
structurally diversify and see its power relations energised. 

There are three basic sub-fields that play an active role in these relations 
and interconnections: the political, academic and  civic-professional sub-
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fields. As our subsequent analysis on the power clashes between these sub-
fields shows, it is not institutional affiliation (which can vary and is dynam-
ic) that defines them so much as the instruments that they use or identify 
with. For the academic field the key instrument of power is knowledge. For 
the political sub-field it is the formally delegation of positions among actors 
in the system. While the civic-professional players draw on their emotional 
ties to the profession and tradition.

Although hypothetically the two sub-fields could work together, in Slova-
kia the powerful groups that emerge out of the actions of these sub-fields 
tend to be conflictual. This is because the hierarchy of power relations 
throughout the preschool field is changing and this requires things like 
leadership sharing and a weakening of the inert links between the tradi-
tional groups that dominant and are dominated. However, this is not easily 
achieved, given the powerful nature of the processes, and leads to various 
strategies being developed to maintain and assert power.

There are three differentiated sub-fields operating alongside one another, 
but they are not restricted to their institutional walls. Their powerful influ-
ences and various types of interconnections are energised by the fact that 
the originally isolated and powerless academic sphere is gaining political 
legitimacy by directly engaging in the changes affecting preschool educa-
tion. One consequence of this differentiation is that amidst the changing 
traditional ties between the dominant and the dominated in the civic-pro-
fessional field, hidden in the political field as well, there is a kind of ongo-
ing emancipation that is producing new group of civic-professional players. 
They are setting up new professional associations, cleansed of any politi-
cal infiltration, and these are becoming the new units in which power is 
distributed within the preschool specific field. The preschool section of the 
Slovak Chamber of Teachers (SKU) emerged in this way. It is a new autono-
mous actor in the civic-professional sub-field of preschool education and it 
is substantially changing its field of power. Quite consciously and in order 
to further differentiate and distribute power in the preschool field, another 
civic-professional group has appeared: the Slovak Association of Childhood 
Education International (SACEI). This group formed an alliance with the 
academic field so as to balance out the powerful ties between the political, 
civic-professional and academic sub-fields.

Battle over the Curriculum

The watershed moment that prompted the shift in power in the preschool 
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specific field in Slovakia occurred when the academic sub-field that was 
gradually establishing itself gained legitimacy on the basis of its widely dis-
seminated knowledge on issues concerning the creation of the new national 
preschool curriculum (in 2012). The actions of the academic sub-field led to 
a juncture being created between it and the political sub-field, opening up 
a competitive political leadership arena. Thus in fulfilling its political task 
the academic sub-field inevitably weakened the existing power structures 
which had grown up around the national curriculum that was being re-
placed with a new one.

Curricular innovation in preschool education was nothing new; since 
1989 alone it had been undertaken at least three times, and in 2008 had 
led to the creation of a national curriculum that was structurally quite dif-
ferent to the ones the national preschool field had long been accustomed to. 
However, all the previous curricular innovations had been undertaken from 
within the closed homologous power structure of the preschool field with 
its stable power hierarchy and repeated reaffirmation. Up until 2008 each 
innovation had been presented as a natural element in the progression of 
preschool education, and was prepared directly at central government level 
and implemented without teacher involvement. 

It was only when work began on the new national curriculum in 2012 
that a  new strategy for developing and introducing curricular innovation 
was called for. The political actors who had been involved in all previous 
innovations were replaced with actors from the academic field,  and they 
had to confront the fact their position was being undermined by the new 
distribution of power. Their need to maintain their own positions of power 
generated mechanisms to defend against loss of power and to unseat the 
new players. A new strategy was therefore conceived – endless consultations 
on the new curriculum, designed to either ensure it was controlled by the 
original political actors or rejected outright. This strategy of having endless 
rounds of consultation (and author redrafts) was artificially propped up by 
the authors of the curriculum, who, representing the academic field and out 
of their desire to work alongside those in the civic-professional field, were 
themselves initiating consultations and discussions with representatives of 
the preschool teaching profession. 

This strategy, which was continually pursued and renewed by the ac-
tors in the original academic field, is rarely adopted in curricular politics in 
Slovakia and had never previously been used to this extent nor in relation 
to innovation in other education programmes. It was manifestly clear that 
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this was a power struggle and an attempt by the original political actors to 
prevent the new distribution of power. The fact that this process relied on 
power games also indicates the effect the long years of power homology had 
had on the preschool field and that it was completely unprepared for the 
sharing and democratic distribution of power.

Another unusual aspect is that the power struggle continued for four 
years and affected all the four ministries involved in the governance of the 
education sector. The instability of the education ministry, where ministers 
were replaced every year, became a key tool in the political sub-field’s strug-
gle for power. The proximity of the political sub-field to the minister’s office 
enabled it to cast doubt on all the opinions of previous ministers and these 
were continually being redeployed in the battle between the political ac-
tors as novices. They were often taken aback that the innovate education 
programme had become such a strong power arena in preschool education. 
One former education minister, Juraj Draxler, stated in an article published 
in a serious newspaper (2017) recalled his time in ministerial office when the 
battle was at its most intense: 

People were either not communicating or they were fighting. For ex-
ample when the state nursery school education programme was being 
drafted two completely irreconcilable camps formed around the issue. 
They attacked each other at conferences and sent insulting emails. 

 
The upheaval caused by the academic sub-field entering into the debate 

on the new direction of preschool education can be analysed using the sec-
ond and third dimensions of field theory – by describing the symbolic order 
in the field, which is formed through the field’s discourse, in the shape of 
statements, arguments, attempts to control definitions and so on, and by 
establishing who the main individual and collective actors in the field are.

The representatives of the academic sub-field attempted to influence the 
specific field and to supply it with new knowledge obtained from compara-
tive experiences and research. Up until then the field’s  identity had not 
centred around academic knowledge but had been traditionalist and re-
productive in nature, founded on positive collegial emotions. The sub-fields 
began to collide almost immediately after the largely academic team became 
involved in the creation of Slovakia’s new preschool national curriculum in 
2012. Arguably it was at this point that the field of preschool education in 
Slovakia started undergoing reconstruction.
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In this study the materials used to reveal the topology of this specific field 
and its sub-fields are the outputs of the consultations on the proposed new 
national curriculum, which was largely overseen by the academic sub-field. 
The consultation period, a process of political negotiation, presents an ideal 
opportunity to describe the ideational spectrum within the specific field of 
preschool education, and it is also provides a space in which actors with 
ambitions of power and wishing to maintain (or gain) control over the defini-
tions can promote themselves. At the same it is an ideal setting for analysing 
the strategies the individual actors choose to exert influence over the power 
relations within the field.

As noted above the consultation, or power game, lasted for almost four 
years, during which the various sub-fields engaged in emotionally-laden 
battles against one another. Hundreds of pages of materials were gathered, 
many simply at the instigation of teachers or school heads. In our analysis, 
however, we focused on those illustrating collective or institutional attempts 
to influence the preschool specific field. Three sub-fields can be identified.

The first is the political sub-field of the preschool specific field. It in-
cludes representatives of organisations controlled by the ministry who were 
asked for their opinions on the proposed new national curriculum. Opinions 
were provided by the State Education Inspectorate (ŠŠI), Centre of Teach-
ing Methods (MPC), National Institute of National Institution for Certified 
Education Measurements (NÚCEM), Research Institute for Child Psychol-
ogy and Pathopsychology (VÚDPaP) and the education ministry’s Regional 
Education Section (SRŠ). The second is the civic-professional sub-field con-
taining professional associations, the Society for Preschool Education (SPV), 
OMEP and the Slovak Chamber of Teachers (SKU), who all commented on 
the new curriculum. The third is the academic sub-field, as some Slovak 
higher education faculties engaged in the consultation process.

Discourse Struggle and Partnerships

The academic sub-field was least successful in influencing the power 
struggle through its opinions. Its discourse contained no persuasive or emo-
tional language. The language was that typically used in addressing the 
substantive aspects of the proposed measures or in discussions on the con-
ceptual relevance of the different approaches, the area of education and so 
on. The political and civic-professional sub-fields operated on a  different 
basis, quite clearly having ambitions of power and attempting to maintain 
control over definitions of the field and its symbolic order.
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Admissibility of the jargon 

Those belonging to the civic-professional sub-field refused to admit new 
discursive unities into the field. They insisted on the original identification 
they had constituted themselves around – as positive collegial relations. 
This conflicted with the academic sub-field being constituted. The SPV posi-
tion stated:

“The language used to formulate the performance standards in this area for 
pre-primary education is not familiar to everyone in the nursery school teach-
ing profession”

In their opinion they provided specific examples of unclear terminology 
such as “communication conventions”, or “explicit meaning of the text” and 
“implicit meaning of the text”. For instance the OMEP rejected to the terms 
“categorisation”, ”scientific communication”, “research effort” and “the for-
mation of premises” arguing that they present difficulties for preschoolers. 
However, they did admit that the sub-field is established around other iden-
tifications than just specialist ones. Their rejection of the standard specialist 
terminology for that discipline (and education sphere) can be seen as a re-
sistance strategy invoked in confrontations with the new sub-field.

Fears were also being expressed over the increasing power of the academ-
ic sub-field in the preschool field. The OMEP, for instance, by calculating 
the total number of standards in the curriculum, criticised the attempt to 
define educational content in a different way. During the consultation pro-
cess OMEP representatives even created a special category of “hidden per-
formance standards”. This construct plays on the suspicion that there was 
a hidden agenda to manoeuvre the other sub-field into a position of distrust. 

Silencing authorship

One interesting strategy relates to the position of the political sub-field. 
The SRŠ opinion states that:

“The names of those involved in drafting the national curriculum 
should not be published in it because it is a curriculum document and hence 
is not subject to the law on copyright and rights related to copyright”

This statement is interesting for a number of reasons. First it demon-
strates the rationality of the political sub-field which is guided by its de-



j o u r n a l  o f  p e d a g o g y  1 / 2 0 1 7

Topography of power relations in Slovak preschool sector based on Bourdieu’s field theory

7 1

clared relationship with the formal legislation. One can infer that the part 
ruling out the publication of personal names was emboldened to make the 
warning categorical and emphatic. The demand, which is a  rational one 
in the political sub-field does, however, contradict the field’s previous his-
tory, when state officials were involved in drafting the national curriculum. 
The previous curriculum, produced under almost identical legislation, pub-
lished the names of the authors. This may suggest that the comment (emit-
ting not by chance from the political sub-field inhabited by a  co-author 
of the previous curriculum) could be seen as a deliberate attempt to ano-
nymise new players in the preschool education field. This would then make 
it a power-oriented communication strategy, where the aim is to maintain 
or reverse the power relations within the field to prevent new players gain-
ing public legitimacy.

Fighting the new

In the opinions emanating from the political sub-field we find discursive 
unities that depict an atmosphere of total resistance. Certain new elements 
in the curriculum are identified as “alien” or “problem-inducing” (SRŠ). This 
creates an atmosphere which, were the new curriculum to be implemented 
under it, could lead to catastrophic consequences for preschool education.

In this sub-field strongly emotional discursive unities such as “children” 
or “childhood” began to be used for this purpose. This is a deliberate discur-
sive strategy aimed at achieving homology with the civic-professional sub-
field and at interacting with its dominant emotional setting. According to 
the SRŠ the curriculum “in no way reflects childhood, children or play”, and

“M. T. Brunšviková – the founder of the first childcare centre in Slovakia – 
called for children in early years schools to play more...”

This was backed up by the statement: 
“one cannot expect a preschool child to be capable of independent argument 

and discussion”

In this way an image was constructed of over-burdened children losing 
out on childhood and play as the dominant activities at preschool age.

In the political sub-field the VÚDPaP expressed a similar opinion:

“Despite the materials mentioning ‘play’ in the mediation of content, their 
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complexity and the demand for management instead presage methods based 
on drills and dictations”

Again there is recourse to emotive language (“drill”) which elicits negative 
emotions.

Strategy of cohesion

Above we stated that the political and civic-professional sub-fields were 
formed as homologous fields with porous boundaries and overlapping mem-
bership. Confronted with the new academic sub-field, the two fields opted 
for an attack strategy based on coordination between the two sub-fields. 
This can be seen in the consultation process. During it the two sub-fields 
consulted one another on their positions, with the political sub-field being 
the dominant player. It directly conveyed its opinion to the civic-professional 
sub-field and, owing to the membership overlap, the civic-professional sub-
field directly incorporated this into its own opinion.

This can be called a  “copy and paste” strategy. In the opinions of the 
OMEP and SPV many passages were clearly taken directly and word-for-
word from passages in the SRŠ. This confirms our earlier statement that 
the civic-professional field was not traditionally an autonomous field and 
so power relations within it tended towards the heteronomy of the field. The 
fact that the SRŠ opinion appeared word-for-word in the comments pro-
duced by other actors in the political sub-field (ŠŠI, MPC) is natural given 
this situation.

New players

When characterising the specific field of preschool education we stated 
that the upheaval that led to the reconstitution/modification of the field also 
led to the appearance of other new actors. The greatest upheaval was felt 
in the sub-field that is by nature most open to the public space – the civic-
professional sub-field. During the consultation period it was represented 
by the Slovak Chamber of Teachers (SKU), whose preschool section was 
formed amidst the upheaval surrounding the national curriculum. Another 
new player to take part in the consultation process was the Slovak Associa-
tion of Private Schools and Education Facilities (ASŠ).

Unsurprisingly, the two players produced opinions on the proposed na-
tional curriculum that diametrically opposed those of the traditional play-
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ers. Both assessed the innovative and relatively new components of the cur-
riculum positively. The two opinions differed markedly in terms of discourse 
compared to those produced by the actors traditionally dominant in the field 
of preschool education. They did not close themselves off from the academic 
sub-field nor from the discourse. Their opinion addressed the conceptual 
aspects of the curriculum. They did not use categorical or emotional lan-
guage. From the way the comments are constructed it is clear that this was 
an autonomous assessment of the proposed document and that strategic 
partnerships and ties were not sought out. There was no heterogeneous 
homology with the political sub-field evident in the case of these civic-pro-
fessional players.

New Beginning

The upheaval associated with the redistribution of power amongst the 
preschool education sub-fields during this watershed moment formally 
ended with the education minister signing the new curriculum into force. 
By this time the power relations had been re-configured and the players 
were beginning to adapt their professional behaviour to the new power rela-
tions. 

It has been demonstrated that the power struggle that played out on the 
declarative level as a battle over the quality of the education programme and 
in the name of the children was in fact merely the volatile and emotionally-
laden redistribution of the fields of power. Once that had run its course the 
actors adopted moderate positions and began to engage with one another to 
ensure the curricular and conceptual changes in nursery schools were ef-
fectively implemented. The political actors returned to their work, producing 
for instance teaching support materials for nursery schools in accordance 
with the new curriculum and began building new pragmatic relationships 
with the publishing and civic-professional sub-fields. The outcome of the 
power-oriented upheaval was the diversification of the mass civic-profes-
sional field, which was redistributed into different groups with more clearly 
declared special interests and emancipatory links to the political field. 

This process has probably permanently isolated the preschool field and its 
actors from the traditional homologous set up of fixed hierarchies. The whole 
painful and enduring process of the power conflicts between the various sub-
fields has unambiguously led to the democratisation of the preschool field, 
the clarification of new positions of power and has encouraged the actors to 
engage in participative strategies of mutual communication. This is a very 
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useful and necessary development in the national education field, particularly 
at a time when it is facing powerful pressures from the global education field 
in pursuit of its new interests and exerting its strategic pressure. 

Data sources

Posudok – Štátny vzdelávací program pre materské školy [Opinion – State 
Education Programme for Nursery Schools]. Bratislava: Výskumný ústav 
detskej psychológie a patopsychológie (Eva Farkašová)

Pripomienky k  návrhu Štátneho vzdelávacieho programu pre materské 
školy [Comments on the proposed State Education Programme for Nurs-
ery Schools]. Bratislava: Spoločnosť pre predškolskú výchovu (Jana Bole-
bruchová)

Pripomienky k  ŠVP pre ISCED 0 [Comments on the SED for ISCED 0]. 
Bratislava: Štátna školská inšpekcia.

Pripomienky – ISCED 0 [Comments – ISCED 0]. Bratislava: Metodicko-
pedagogické centrum.

Pripomienky k  návrhu Štátneho vzdelávacieho programu pre materské 
školy – máj 2014 [Comments on the proposed State Education Programme 
for Nursery Schools – May 2014]. Bratislava: Asociácia súkromných škôl 
a školských zariadení Slovenska (Beáta Nemcová).

Žiadosť o zapracovanie pripomienok do pripravovaného ŠVP pre MŠ resp. do 
jeho sprievodných materiálov (do metodickej príručky) [Request for comments 
on the draft SEP for NS to be incorporated into the accompanying materials 
(the handbook)]. Bratislava: Slovenská komora učiteľov (Eva Kurincová)

Pripomienky k  návrhu Štátneho vzdelávacieho programu pre materské 
školy, verzii predloženej na schválenie na Ministerstvo školstva, vedy, výs-
kumu a športu Slovenskej republiky 17.4.2014 [Comments on the proposed 
2014 State Education Programme for Nursery Schools, version submitted for 
approval to the Slovak Ministry of Education, Science, Research and Sport]. 
Bratislava: Sekcia regionálneho školstva MŠVVaŠ SR (Viera Hajdúková)

Pripomienky k  návrhu Štátneho vzdelávacieho programu pre materské 
školy z roku 2014 [Comments on the proposed 2014 State Education Pro-
gramme for Nursery Schools]. Bratislava: Národný ústav certifikovaných 
meraní vzdelávania (Ingrid Alföldyová)

Štátny vzdelávací program pre materské školy (predprimárne vzdelávanie) 
– pripomienky [State Education Programme for Nursery Schools (pre-prima-
ry education)]. Prešov: SV OMEP (Monika Miňová)
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