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Abstract

In this article we will analyse and discuss pedagalgapproaches for involving children as
philosophizing subjects on the existential-morarar, where issues regarding death and extinction
are in focus for dialogue and mutual reflectione Waw on the work of the Swedish Professor in
pedagogy Sven Hartman’s pioneering work, in wheehighlights children’s interpretations of ‘vital
issues’ in a changing world, and develops strateffie how to build relevant and meaningful
pedagogical platforms, starting teaching on lifedadeath issues by focusing the existential sight of
the child.

Our focus concerns pupils’ existential questiorgarding death and the affordances of educational
settings beyond the school classroom, where cldre engaged as existentially competent actors
and as moral subjects taking part in democraticuesions in the fields of life and death. We are
specifically interested in the ways in which ‘deathdisplay’ in natural history museums affords
opportunities to place pupils at the centre of steftections and, in doing so, can create pedagalgic
spaces in which to engage with children’s develagroéexistential interpretations of death both, for
and beyond, human-centred perspectives. Here pos&hist approaches to teaching life and death
issues become important to highlight.
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Introduction

How can one approach existential issues in conttersawith children and young people?
Topics about life and death are not easy to unaledstor anyone. They set us face to face
with a basic condition for our entire individualasll as collective existence: we will not live
forever. That knowledge can worry and frighten: itieght that our own life story has an
inescapable endpoint, whose occurrence may ocaunyaime and without warning, causes
discomfort, not least because death is an exisldrdsic condition beyond our control. Yes,
of course, there is a possibility of choosing td ene’s life at a certain, earlier point, but this
does not change the fact that none of us escap#s. de

The didactical questions

A discussion about death, and the questions itstatslity raises among children requires
both sensitivity and responsiveness. As we heriimgit is fundamental that children who
engage in dialogues about human meaning and gaais@arded as existentially literate
actors and moral subjects taking part in democeataursions in the fields of life and death.
Not least, when such dialogues are conducted indh&ext of school education, teachers



need to think carefully about what the classicdhdtic questions What, How, Why, For
Whom and By whom can, and should, mean in thisecdn¥What is the perspective of human
perishability that such teaching should pay attento and in what way? Why is it important
to discuss life and death issues with children, lama does one apply a responsiveness
according to which each child, each subject invibivethe discussion, is treated in a manner
that takes care of both her questions, her pergxpadrience and her insights as a young
reflective subject? And who is, by the way, “I’etbne who initiates a conversation about life
goals and meaning? This is a question every teablgglighting existential issues, has to ask
herself. What do | think about the conditions & lind death, what experiences do | have
about the boundaries of life and how can it affegtteaching?

Looking at the topics in which existential issues addressed in school, it is often in religion
and philosophy. One may discuss whether therepaaa subjects that will be responsible
for teaching about these issues and consider whege should be. We will not go into that
discussion further, but instead speak in termgbies educatiamA teaching about values is
in itself broader than a teaching of life and dehtlt at the same time, there are often
existential issues in focus when ethics and maagiscussed. Considering how to act as a
moral subject in different situations, and how adjtife together with others can be
promoted in different ways, often requires an exisal reflection that presupposes an
awareness and a sensitivity to the fact that eatfem is relevant to, and even dependent on,
the fact that we have a limited time to live. Ttie Wwe live now is, as far as we know the only
opportunity to live a life on earth together witllbw humans. This means that the way we
shape our own story together with others, at theesame as we help shape the lives of other
people, is a legacy we leave behind. Such an it@mee commits. That is why ethical
discussions are so important to do not least in@cknd that's why existential conversations
are so important to bring together with childred goung people.

In the following discussion we will draw attentibmthe importance of involving children as
philosophizing subjects in the existential mora&rar, where issues regarding death and
extinction are in focus for dialogue and mutualetion. We will also, by way of example,
focus on pupils' existential questions regardingtllevith reference to affordances of
educational settings beyond the school classro@farB discussing such examples, however,
we need to say something about how values educ#isva perceived as involving existential
issues of life and death, can develop. We will &splain how we wish to build the
presentation on a theoretical platform inspiredledish professor of pedagogy Sven
Hartman.

Values education

There are several ways to categorize differentkofdvalues education. One that is quite
common is to distinguish between traditionalistid @rogressive or constructivist values
education. In the former case, there is a teadhimghich teachers' education is perceived to
be aimed at transferring values to children anchgaqueople, not least those considered to be
necessary elements of a social ethic that canecoesthmunity and association between the
people living there. In other words, an ethical amaral ideal is required where a vision of



how certain values should characterize sociahtitgivates the design of value education.
(Thornberg, 2014, 26)

A progressive or constructivist concept of valugsaation rather emphasizes how meaning
and togetherness is created through interactiomdset teachers and students, that is, between
adults and children. The idea of "the competeritthielongs to such a concept, but the
application of this performance may look differgiilewey, 1956) Not rarely, deliberative

talks about norms and values are emphasized deativee and important method of

inspiring students to construct a moral understagdnd personal attitude towards issues that
are formulated in terms of, for example, justicd aquality, freedom and responsibility.

(ibid, 26f)

As highlighted in Thornberg (2014), there are a banof possibilities to bring together
dimensions from both of these concepts, with spackoth transmission and deliberative
conversations, and therefore they should not beotlienized in a narrow sense. Thornberg
further emphasizes that a third conception canladsdistinguished: a critical focus on the
importance of how dominant beliefs leads to excngf certain groups, and that a powerful
and not seldom hidden disciplination and reprodunctf these beliefs maintains an ethical
and existentially unfair imbalance in a societwinich everyone should be given a place in
the moral conversationib{d, 29)

A somewhat different categorization is found ine®(2009), where four categories are used:
a conservative, a liberal, a critical and a postenodThe conservative in many respects
responds to what was described above as a traalisbnoncept of values education, while a
liberal has many of the features that are saicettypical of a progressive or constructivist
concept. The critical and postmodern both take aidege of important features in what is
referred to above as a “critical conception”. (&rH09; Thornberg, 2014)

When we below illustrate how a dialogical teachofigleath could develop, it is primarily in
the light of an educational platform that can barakterized in terms of progressive or
constructivist values education, although a dooy bealeft open for the integration of
dimensions from the other concepts to which werrédffés in, and through, an interaction
between all participants in this conversation, edas well as children, as meaning-building
perspectives on issues relating to the brevityfefdnd the conditions for developing an
existential and moral attitude to this central tielaship can be created and cultivated. And it
is important to emphasize that we assume thatcthgetent child", in an existential and
ethical arena, is perceived as a moral subjecigrattributed to a role not only for democratic
reasons, but because children's experiences ahaigghts into life can arouse and change
correspondent conceptions of other children as agethe adult's perceptions of human
meaning and goals. The existential skills of cleidmean that, like other people, they bear a
sign that they are in motion, in a sense of creatima growing understanding that makes
them potential, in the sense not yet fully knowlealge, seekers for knowledge and meaning.
(Franck, 2017a)



As the American theologian John Wall has emphasizedften use a comparative approach
when speaking of children's skills. We use the tatlakperiences and language to describe
what can be said to be a development from lessote@ knowledgeable. But such a hierarchy
of what it means to be existential and ethicatdite is based on a hegemonic, undemocratic
and, moreover, questionable idea of what shoulcbbsidered knowledge and who can
possess it. (Wall, 2010). We cannot exclude childrem the community of not yet fully
existentially and ethically literate searchers @ni\oy a longing for knowledge and meaning
on good grounds.

It is also important to emphasize that we belid\a & dialogue about death should be
philosophically anchored. Philosophy provides cptgemethods, arguments and analytical
tools that are essential for developing knowledmeua existential issues. Which tools that
can best fit in different contexts must be discdsggularly, but they should always be
present in existential conversations. (Hartner 5204 advance, teaching risks to be
simplified and lose important dimensions of deptd aomplexity.

Hartman’s theoretical platform

Professor Sven Hartman, who for many years resedrahd taught children's existential and
moral thoughts and questions, published a few dexado reports of what he describes as
"vital issues" which are at the heart of childrge®ections. InChildren's thoughts about Life
a book that can now be regarded as a classic aosenksult has been the subject of much
interest, most recently at an international confeeain Sigtuna 2016, Hartman describes
some of the theoretical prerequisites for his nesea

A fundamental thought in Hartman's project is thatteaching that is conducted at school
about existential and ethical issues is far fromdtudents' life and worldview. They do not

put "the eternal questions” in the way that is daingchool and the textbooks used. As long as
the gap between children's considerations abous goa meaning and the way in which
existential subjects are dealt with in the schawitinues, the interest will remain. (Hartman,
1986)

Hartman's first keystone is therefore that meanihigiaching needs to be based on children's
guestions about life and about death. This is wtteralialogical meetings in school can and
should happen. Children must be given the conditaord space to ask questions in the form
and in the linguistic costume that is theirs.

This, of course, does not mean that a teachernygdgshould wait for students to ask
guestions about vital issues. What it is abouhas they will inspire students to reflect on
their lives on their own and together with othénsis providing them with the conditions and
opportunities to develop a stance in and to lifeyaderstanding of and commitment to
existential and ethical perspectives and challeagésan ability to seek ways to go and try in
life. Hartman gives many examples of how such aitation may look - sometimes you can
use linguistic questions and thoughts, sometimesings - and we think certainly also of
artistic, musical and other cultural expressionmwite children to think about life, what



which feels important to care and develop, whateans to live in a good community
together with others, and what it means that fieewe live is not eternalikfid.)

Thirdly, Hartman emphasizes what was pointed ortieeanamely, that children should not

be regarded as a special and existentially andlimdeas developed group of people in
relation to the more developed, as adults, haesonsibility to control and adjust when it
comes to what issues about life to be asked and avisavers can be considered satisfactory.
Children can formulate existential questions in svihat can make other people think
thoughts never thought before, and see thingsewaand different way. Therefore, it is the
invitation to dialogue that in a values educat®expressed in conjunction with a desire to
listen to what it is for valuable and meaningfupexiences and insights children want and can
convey. {bid.)

We do not have the space to treat Hartman's rdsearchildren's life issues in full, but we
want to emphasize that the three keystones ligted @s starting points also for the approach
we wish to develop. And when we do that, we wamtdte that Hartman, in his research,
supports a methodological approach that can beeappbt only within the framework of a
values education, but also in dialogue conversatimyond the demarcation of classrooms.

Hartman was strongly critical of the teaching déissues undertaken in the adult world
without any sensitivity to what questions childrgould like to talk about. Today, in many
countries, we have a situation where ideals expcegsgthin the framework of New Public
Management are at risk of achieving a similar $itura Knowledge requirements and grades
that correspond to bureaucratic mediated crittéaawill ensure measurability that makes it
possible to carry out evaluations of knowledge lamalvledge development, tends to steal
focus from what should be the core or soul withie framework of a values education where
ethical and existential questions are addressedligodssed in the classrooms of the school.
(Franck, 2017b) In that situation, it is importémremind of Hartman's three keystones - but
also that one may need to seek new forms of teg@bout life and death and meaning. Such
teaching beyond classroom conversations shoulatsel mn the following.

Natural History Museums: “Death on Display”

Poliquin (2012) has named museum collections aflearic specimensrhe Breathless Z6o
(unnumbered, title page) as they present the hicdbdiversity found in zoos, with one
critical difference: all the animals are dead. Muss are also places where teachers
accompany classes and families take their childsems a place for confronting questions of
‘life, death, self and other’ (Pederson 2007, 158y hold many possibilities (Sanders &
Hohenstein, 2015). Moreover, the visceral materaiire of the collections is, we believe,
critical to their capacity to provoke children’tights and feelings:

In spite of the death, the skinning, dismembermemd, refashioning, the animal form
holds. The eyes may be glass, but the animal staes An animal — even if
taxidermied — is not an arbitrary object, matetyaldistinguishable from a bowl or a
painting. The astounding realism of the Blaschkgass flowers is not the same as
that of the animals in the African Hall's dioranssce the verisimilitude of the latter



is not technically verisimilitude: these are th&uatanimal skins. This uncanny
animal-thingness of taxidermy has the power to pkeyto edify, and even to
undermine the validity of its own existence (Polimg 2008, 127).

Modern education is increasingly dominated by digixperiences (Oudeweetering & Voogt,
(2017), and thus the materiality of learning ansbagted competences within the classroom
are changing. Furthermore, under New Public Managenperformativity and testing
regimes influence much of the educational lands¢@penber & Nixon, 2011). In contrast
learning experiences beyond the classroom canrauwad existential materiality:

Being confronted with an object that appears ttetgoa child’s unconscious
expectations about death may ironically force igiplearning to become more
conscious. Moreover, children are likely to be aapanied in the museum setting by
adults, and thus conversations about death mayitieged, possibly creating
opportunities to explicate understandings aboeatdiid death (Meehitiya, Sanders &
Hohenstein, forthcoming).

Facilitating children’s reflections in such setng ways that acknowledge cultural and
developmental diversity is a complex task, esplciihe teacher has not confronted her
own inner feelings and thoughts concerning questaiiife and death.

Here it seems that deliberative strategies of theskmentioned above would be
methodological candidates for supporting both teeschnd students to grow: existentially by
getting access to arenas where fundamental issulde and death are allowed to develop
without restriction, and ethically since the mutteflection which takes place on such
dialogical arenas would be able to inspire theigpgnts to emphatic reflection. A meaning-
making dialogue pre-supposes willingness and dadit#o listen to others, in trying to
understand the contributions fellow-humans are@urs<to give in the dialogical process.
Such a process has to develop beyond the narrogepbans of knowledge and learning
sanctioned by the testing regimes of our days, thigir hegemonic claims, defined in terms
of measurability as the supreme way to successediein on, and reasoning about,
existential and moral issues regarding life andtdesaat risk of being used as instruments for
a measurement which paves the way for a backlastirng to create an existential void,
rather than a meaningful content when governeddsiyiang for judging in accordance with
strict and formalistic grading scales of variousds.

That is one fundamental reason why a need foriigerg arenas for discussions on life and
death beyond the school classroom seems impoddmghlight and handle in existentially
and pedagogically meaningful ways. If such disaussiare taking place in cultural and
aesthetic arenas outside a more or less formabschatext, existential freedom, integrity
and curiosity seem to be better off as forcefulstenes for meaningful dialogical processes
where participants engage without the need formualg built on narrow conceptions
concerning measurement and grading.



Presence and Experiential Narrative

Bencard (2014) has drawn on the philosopher R2ti@ga, 2006b) to discuss his notion of
“presence” when museum visitors confront an obgespecially when that object is a dead
animal (or person). Presence, according to Bendaes not come from narrative but ‘lies in
what happens when you actually see it [the musdyecty (Bencard 2014, 29). Similarly,
Poliquin notes ‘Experiential narratives arise moti textual accompaniments but from the
physical encounter between viewer and thing’ (Rotig008, 129). Such encounters, we
suggest, afford socio-material conditions in whebiidren can explore ‘vital issues’
(Hartman, 2016). However, we recognise that sucétimgs between ‘school and the animal
other’ (Pederson, 2007) will not merely residexistential questions of human life and death
but also extend to ethical and moral questionsrdiga our relationships with the more-than-
human world and, as such, add complexity to the@thompetences we bring to teacher-
training, particularly if we orientate such an editign around Deweyian notions of justice
and equality, freedom and responsibility.

Returning to the child meeting the taxidermied alim the museum questions will arise
concerning both the death of the animal and itsertmithe museum and who might be
responsible for both death and journey this, Bathoates, is the child starting to ‘creatively
and ruthlessly search for continuity between evéBencard 2014, 32). Such a discussion
could be challenging, as Meehitigaal (forthcoming) have observed: ‘If you have ever
conducted handling sessions with taxidermy you hsaxe been asked by a child, “Did you
kill these animals?” or even, “Why did you kill geanimals?” ... In this situation the child is
immediately aware of two facts: that the animalesad and that you are here with it.’

Being present with the child, in the presence efahimal specimens is, we admit, a complex
arena, both philosophically and didactically, hoemsuch complexity we suggest can enrich
a child’s education- beyond the science of bioldgythe arenas of philosophy, values and
ethics; both for their human selves and the moae-thuman world. Furthermore, in the
current New Public Management era it reframes dtucas a process in which the child
experiences an education in which their questitwasie‘life” are afforded, and encouraged,
as integral in a pedagogical process in which mamdl ethical values are both openly
discussed, and perceived, as “vital issues”.
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