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Abstract

This study explores the concept of child agency, with a particular focus on the preschool
stage, through the lenses of two perspectives: the child as a social actor and the theory of
human agency. It further draws out educational implications for early childhood
educators. The research employs descriptive, analytical, and inferential methods.
Traditional adult-centered perspectives regarded the child as incomplete, passive, and
incapable of playing a meaningful role in shaping his or her own life. In contrast, recent
approaches—especially in sociology—have emphasized the child as a social agent. Each
perspective implies a distinct educational stance. Traditional pedagogy involves one-
sided shaping, while the child-as-social-actor approach emphasizes mutual interaction.
The theory of the acting human being, however, regards early childhood education as
preparation for the realization of agency. Educators should therefore foster children’s
awareness of consequences (cognitive dimension), support the transformation of impulses
into informed inclinations (affective dimension), and gradually enhance self-control and
responsible choice-making (volitional dimension).

Keywords: child agency, child as social actor, Islamic theory of action, preparation,
early childhood educators, preschool.

! Received: 2024-11-21 Revised: 2025-07-23 Accepted: 2025-09-09 Published: 2025-09-21

2 Assistant Professor, University of Bu-Ali, Hamedan, Iran. Email: M.kiyani@basu.ac.ir



\'4 \¥.¥ uwbg)LQJ & O)Loafb A JLUJ

Extended Abstract

This study explores the concept of child agency, with a particular focus on the preschool

stage, through the lenses of two perspectives: the child as a social actor and the theory of
human agency. It further draws out educational implications for early childhood
educators. The research employs descriptive, analytical, and inferential methods.

Traditional adult-centered perspectives regarded the child as incomplete, passive, and
incapable of playing a meaningful role in shaping his or her own life. Within such views,
the child was considered a blank slate upon which adults inscribed socially desirable
traits. In contrast, recent approaches—especially in sociology—have emphasized the
child as a social agent with agency, independence, competence, and a unique voice. From
this standpoint, children are seen as active subjects rather than passive objects, capable of
participating in social action, shaping their own childhood, and influencing their
communities.

From the perspective of the Islamic theory of human agency, however, both extremes
reveal shortcomings. This theory defines agency as comprising three essential elements:
(1) adequate awareness of the positive and negative consequences of one’s activities; (2)
the transformation of instinctual drives into knowledge-based desires; and (3) the capacity
for responsible choice. By this account, children cannot yet be regarded as full agents,
though they are far from passive. Childhood is instead understood as a transitional stage
toward agency, during which the cognitive, affective, and volitional components of
agency gradually emerge.

This interpretation cautions against equating activity with agency. While activity is
observable in both children and animals, children’s activities unfold along a
developmental trajectory that leads toward agency, whereas animal activity does not.
Hence, children should not be confined to passivity but should be provided opportunities
for action suited to their emerging abilities.

Each perspective implies a distinct educational stance. Traditional pedagogy involves
one-sided shaping, while the -child-as-social-actor approach emphasizes mutual
interaction. The theory of the acting human being, however, regards early childhood
education as preparation for the realization of agency. Educators should therefore foster
children’s awareness of consequences (cognitive dimension), support the transformation
of impulses into informed inclinations (affective dimension), and gradually enhance self-
control and responsible choice-making (volitional dimension).

The overall analysis indicates that research on early childhood education—and
preschool in particular—will yield more constructive pedagogical outcomes if it is
grounded in an approach that understands agency as gradually developing, that is, as a
quality in the process of growth. Such an approach neither reduces the child to a passive
being nor assumes full-fledged agency according to adult standards. Instead, it recognizes
the natural condition of childhood, the capacities and abilities characteristic of this stage,
and the importance of maintaining a balance between children’s rights and their
developmental realities.

Given that Iranian preschools face practical shortcomings, largely rooted in prevailing
conceptions of childhood, this study offers pedagogical recommendations for teacher-
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child relations centered on the gradual cultivation of agency. It argues for a redefinition
of early childhood education, particularly at the preschool level, around the principle of
preparing for agency. Such a strategy would shape every aspect of education, including
the learning environment, relationships with adults and peers, engagement with subject
matter, teaching and learning processes, assessment, and curriculum design.
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