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This article describes a self-exploration by the primary author 
through artifacts from his own childhood, in an attempt to “give 
voice” to the qualities present in the child he was, and in the adult he 
is today. This personal and intimate account springs from the collab-
oration of the authors on a personal archeology exercise developed 
for parents and childhood professionals and based on the work of 
the Learning for Well-being Foundation, which views individuals as 
whole systems.   At the heart of this approach is an emphasis on the 
principles of living systems and the recognition of “ inner diversity” 
-- fundamental ways of capturing and integrating information that 
we organize individually to create a representation of the external 
world that is uniquely our own. The article includes guidelines for 
the reader to engage in their own personal archeology--searching 
for artifacts (e.g. photographs, objects, drawings, texts) and stories 
which indicate personal narratives, attitudes and functioning pat-
terns that last over time.  We conclude with a reflection on the value 
of biographical self-exploration exercises and the importance of the 
issue of inner diversity in the well-being of children and adults.
Keywords: Well-being. Inner diversity. Self-reflection. Artifacts. Auto-
biography. Inner child.

ARQUEOLOGIA PESSOAL: DESCOBRIR A SUA 
DIVERSIDADE INTERIOR ATRAVÉS DE ARTEFACTOS DA 
INFÂNCIA
Este artigo descreve uma autoexploração do principal autor através 
de artefactos da sua própria infância, na tentativa de “dar voz” a 
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características estruturantes na criança que foi, e se mantiveram no 
adulto que hoje é. Este relato pessoal e íntimo surge da colaboração 
dos autores no desenvolvimento da “Arqueologia Pessoal”, um exer-
cício para pais e profissionais da infância baseado no trabalho da 
Fundação Learning for Well-being, que vê os indivíduos como siste-
mas inteiros. No centro desta abordagem, destacam-se os princípios 
dos sistemas vivos e o reconhecimento da “diversidade interior” — 
formas fundamentais de capturar e integrar experiências que orga-
nizamos individualmente para criar uma representação do mundo 
externo que nos é idiossincrática. O artigo inclui diretrizes para que 
o leitor possa explorar sua própria Arqueologia Pessoal—procurando 
artefactos (e.g. fotografias, objetos, desenhos, textos) e histórias que 
indiquem narrativas pessoais, atitudes e padrões de funcionamento 
que perduram ao longo do tempo.  Concluímos com uma reflexão so-
bre o valor de exercícios de autoexploração biográfica e a importân-
cia da questão da diversidade interior no bem-estar e participação 
de crianças e adultos.
Palavras-chave: Bem-Estar. Diversidade interior. Artefactos. Autobio-
grafia. Criança Interior.

ARQUEOLOGÍA PERSONAL: DESCUBRIENDO SU 
DIVERSIDAD INTERIOR A TRAVÉS DE LOS ARTEFACTOS 
DE LA INFANCIA
Este artículo describe una autoexploración del autor principal a tra-
vés de artefactos de su propia infancia, en un intento de “dar voz” 
a las características estructurantes del niño que fue y permaneció 
en el adulto que es hoy. Este relato personal e íntimo surge de la 
colaboración de los autores en el desarrollo de “Arqueología Perso-
nal”, un ejercicio para padres, madres y profesionales de la infancia 
basado en el trabajo de la Fundación Aprendizaje para el Bienestar 
(Learning for Well-being), que ve a los individuos como sistemas in-
tegrales. En el corazón de este enfoque están los principios de los 
sistemas vivos y el reconocimiento de la “diversidad interior”, formas 
fundamentales de captar y integrar experiencias que organizamos 
individualmente para crear una representación del mundo externo 
que nos e idiosincrásica. El artículo incluye pautas para que el lec-
tor explore su propia arqueología personal, buscando artefactos (por 
ejemplo, fotografías, objetos, dibujos, textos) e historias que indi-
quen narrativas personales, actitudes y patrones de funcionamiento 
que perduran en el tiempo. Concluimos con una reflexión sobre el 
valor de los ejercicios de autoexploración biográfica y la importancia 
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del tema de la diversidad interior en el bienestar y participación de 
niños y adultos.
Palabras clave: Bienestar. Diversidad interior. Artefactos. Autobiogra-
fía. Niño interior.

Introduction
There’s a thread you follow. It goes among
things that change. But it doesn’t change.
[...]
You don’t ever let go of the thread.
— In “The Way it Is”, a poem by William Stafford 
(1999) 

We begin this article by examining how two 
central ideas shape the Learning for Well-be-
ing Foundation’s1 perception of children2 as 
full beings: first, the principles of living sys-
tems provide a lens through which we can 
understand children as whole systems and 
second, recognizing inner diversity as a way 
of respecting each child’s unique voice within 
the frame of how they process gives meaning 
to their experiences. Building on these basic 
understandings, we describe an exercise enti-
tled Personal Archeology which was designed 
to support individual explorations of inner di-
versity through personal reflection. We include 
guidelines on how readers can conduct their 
own Personal Archeology through conducting 
structured interviews with family members 
and exploring childhood artifacts. We continue 
by illustrating the exercise with personal ex-
amples from one of the authors showing how 
the reflection can elicit important information 
about characteristics that remain constant 
throughout life; and how this information can 
be fundamental in framing one’s perception 
of self, and interactions with the world. The 
article concludes with considering both the 
potential and limitations of auto-biographic 

1 For more information please consult the foundation’s 
website on https://www.learningforwellbeing.org

2 Children are referred to as any person under the age 
of 18, as defined in the United Nations Convention on 
the Rights of the Child.

self-reflection, and how exercises like Personal 
Archaeology can support the understanding of 
children’s voices, and enrich their relationship 
with adults in their lives, whether parents, ed-
ucators or researchers.

Understanding children as whole 
systems
The Learning for Well-being Foundation start-
ed its activities in 2004, with the intention of 
changing paradigms about children, well-being 
and learning. It called for a vision of children as 
agents, rather than objects of care, well-being 
as wholeness, rather than absence of disease, 
and learning as differentiated and holistic, 
rather than cognition-focused and standard-
ized (KICKBUSCH; GORDON; O’TOOLE, 2012). 

Inspired by nature, the Learning for Well-be-
ing approach applies principles of living sys-
tems to the way we see children (or any human 
being) and their development throughout life. 
As context for this article, we highlight four of 
these principles and why they are important 
in the way we see and treat children. All liv-
ing systems, from the smallest to the largest, 
constantly self-organize towards balance, are 
composed of a fractal structure, are guided by 
a centralizing impulse, and are unique in their 
expression. 

Self-organization: Living systems are in a 
constant dynamic movement towards balance 
and health. They self-organize, through unique 
patterns of functioning, as a way to respond 
to, and integrate, their interaction with their 
environments. Recognizing self-organization 
in children, implies seeing them as beings with 
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agency, and assuming that children’s choices 
and behaviors function, to some degree, to 
create a sense of meaning in their lives. Recog-
nizing self-organization is also an invitation to 
take a process-oriented, non-judgmental view 
on children’s behavior. In the same way we 
describe how lions hunt prey, or how a flower 
releases pollen, without considering how bru-
tal the lion is, or how pollen worsens one’s al-
lergies, we can observe and listen to children 
in a non-judgmental, non-pathological and 
non-deficit way that seeks to understand how 
the child is uniquely functioning.  

Centralizing impulse: There is a centraliz-
ing impulse to every living system’s existence; 
an element that defines its meaning and pur-
pose. In cells, it is located in the mitochondria, 
in humans it might not have a physical locus, 
but we are characterized as meaning-seeking 
organisms (GEISEN, 2013; mATURANA; VARELA, 
1987), and the constant search for purpose 
offers direction to our actions, representing 
a condition for well-being (SELIGmAN, 2002) 
and sometimes survival (LEACH, 2018). Rec-
ognizing a centralizing impulse in children is 
seeing them as “souls in evolution” (RANADE, 
2006), understanding that they have an essen-
tial aspect of themselves that seeks meaning 
and purpose, and that enables them to flourish 
and realize their unique potential.

Fractal structure: “One of the most striking 
aspects of fractal structure [in living systems] 
is that its characteristic patterns are found re-
peatedly at descending scales, so that their 
parts, at any scale, are similar in shape to the 
whole” (IRWIN, 2004).  We can identify some es-
sential aspects of a being throughout its life, 
even as it grows and changes form. Elements of 
the flower can be seen in its seed and sprout, 
likewise the adult shape of an animal is essen-
tially represented in its cubs. If we recognize 
such fractal structure in human beings, then 
we must consider that some essential traits of 

the children, both physical and psychological, 
keep a certain integrity throughout life.

Uniqueness: The fourth principle applies 
to all three previously described principles. All 
beings are individualized expressions of life. 
Their patterns of self-organization are unique, 
as is their structure and what guides them 
in their sense-making journeys. Recognizing 
uniqueness in children is an invitation to guide 
intergenerational relationships by inquiry, and 
refrain from making adultist generalizations 
(BELL, 1995) about children that are based on 
one’s own experience as a child, of other chil-
dren or the images of childhood (SORIN; GAL-
LOWAY, 2006) that are diffused in our shared 
narratives.

Understanding inner diversity
There are many elements one could consider 
when talking about inner worlds; certainly, the 
affective sphere including feelings and rela-
tionships is one to which the personal arche-
ology exercise could be usefully applied.  How-
ever, the one we will emphasize in this article is 
what is described by the Learning for Well-be-
ing approach as inner diversity, and how it re-
lates to the principles of living systems high-
lighted in the first section.

Briefly, inner diversity asserts that each 
child has their own unique patterns of self-or-
ganization, and these reflect each individual as 
a whole system (O’TOOLE, 2013). These patterns 
are fundamental ways of capturing and inte-
grating information that we organize to repre-
sent the external world.  many of these patterns 
reinforce essential qualities throughout life, 
like a fractal structure.  Inner diversity is often 
experienced in terms of patterns of processing, 
both inputs and outputs, and these can be ob-
served as individual differences in critical func-
tions such as learning, communication and de-
cision-making.  Often, we refer to these as how 
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one functions (the manner in which we behave 
or express) in contrast to what one does (the 
specific actions or subjects.)  

We can generally find a mirror between in-
ner qualities of people and what they create. 
An example: Alfred Kinsey was an American 
entomologist who catalogued and studied gall 
wasps before becoming widely known for shift-
ing our understanding of human sexuality. In 
the biographic movie “Kinsey” (CONDON, 2004), 
we see how life events sparked a curiosity that 
led him to study human sexual behavior. By the 
time of his death he had conducted 17,000 face-
to-face interviews with a diverse group of peo-
ple about their sexual experiences. He applied 
the same thirst for understanding, and the 
same systematic, methodic and non-judgmen-
tal stance to human beings as he previously did 
to insects. So, while what he was interested in 
changed dramatically, how he expressed and 
pursued his interest shared many similarities.

Within inner diversity, such patterns of pro-
cessing are to a large extent innate. They unfold, 
adapt and become more supple but keep a cer-

tain integrity throughout life.  They are impact-
ed, but not fundamentally changed by other 
aspects of one’s sense of self and identity like 
gender, upbringing and social or cultural envi-
ronment (Image 1).  With consistency over time 
and an objective focus on functioning, the pat-
terns feel natural acting as a source of vitality 
and well-being. Discovering and operating from 
that natural place feels like “coming home”.

Understanding, and recognizing unique 
expressions of inner diversity in children is 
therefore a critical, and often disregarded, 
condition for experiencing children as full be-
ings, gifted with unique potential. It is equal-
ly important to consider inner diversity when 
listening to children’s accounts of their own 
lives, because adults - whether education pro-
fessionals, parents, researchers, etc. - have our 
own unique “operating system” through which 
we filter, and often judge, the input we receive 
from others, including children.  Frequently, we 
misinterpret what we hear or reframe what is 
said based on our own inner patterns for mak-
ing sense of the world.

Source: Luís manuel Pinto / Learning for Well-being Foundation.

Figure 1 - Iceberg model and representation of inner diversity
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There are countless patterns that we can 
consider, some of which will be examined in 
later sections.  In the Learning for Well-being 
work on inner diversity we often relate sev-
eral common themes through which one can 
reflect on individual differences; these can 
be seen throughout life situations (e.g., early 
childhood, school, relationships, work), in chil-
dren and adults, and are especially highlighted 
when you compare one child (or adult) to an-
other.   Below we identify a few that are rela-
tively easy to observe, and we offer a central 
question for each: 

•	 Pacing – What is the relationship to 
time and pacing? Rhythm/pacing is 
more than just speed, but it is often no-
ticed first by how you experience speed 
... your own and others.

•	 Noticing – Where is attention centered? 
Is there a concentrated focus on a single 
point or, does noticing happen broadly 
so that one sees an overall picture? 

•	 Inquiring – What kinds of questions are 
asked, and when? Does one probe for 
facts, purpose, connections, or affirm-
ing understanding?

•	 Starting – How does one initiate an ac-
tivity, especially for the first time?  What 
is needed for a process to begin?

•	 Expressing – How does one express 
thoughts and feelings, and through 
which modality? Is there an ongoing 
flow of generalized comments, or a 
more selective consideration that is 
shared with some precision?

It is important for us to make a distinction 
between what we earlier described as a pro-
cess-oriented perspective on patterns, and one 
that would seek to establish personality traits 
or structures. Inner diversity can be a dimen-
sion of personality in the sense that it makes an 
individual unique, holds consistency through 
time and has a multitude of expressions (i.e.  

thought patterns, behavior, relationships). It 
does not attempt to create identification la-
bels, but rather suggests the use of descriptive 
language like “needing to interact with people” 
rather than saying “extrovert”, “prefers to work 
individually” rather than “distant”, “requires a 
frame in order to act” rather than “rigid”. We 
feel that neutral and process-oriented lan-
guage opens up self-discovery and dialogue, 
while a trait-oriented language often encloses 
children in reductive and rather damaging per-
ceptions (O’TOOLE, 2008).

The “personal archeology” 
exercise
In our research with inner diversity in early 
childhood, we noticed that patterns of pro-
cessing could be observed at a very early age 
in children’s relationship to pacing, noticing, 
inquiring, starting and expressing. The cues 
can sometimes be subtle but like a seed, they 
contain essential qualities of more complex 
patterns that we can witness unfolding as chil-
dren grow. For instance, we know that parents 
recognize that their children, in comparison 
with one another, often vary in the speed and 
rhythm of their movements, speech, willing-
ness to engage, and so forth.  If we place these 
differences in pacing on a spectrum from sus-
tained to quick, there seems to be a predomi-
nance in an individual child, especially notice-
able when engaging in new activities.  One can 
ask: how much time does a child need in order 
to feel ready, to complete a task, to respond? 
How much warning do I need to give a child 
that we are ready to leave a particular environ-
ment?  Children in whom we observed a faster 
pacing as infants (for example, in their move-
ment or willingness to transition) tended to be 
the first children in a classroom to respond to 
questions and might also later be known as 
“quick-start” adults who began projects with-
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out considering all the information. Likewise, 
infants who exhibit a more steady or sustained3 
pacing are likely to have a consistent trajecto-
ry: often responding in a classroom only when 
they have the full context and carrying that 
particular pattern into later life.  It’s important 
to understand these observations as correla-
tions, not predictions.

We wanted to support parents in noticing 
such differences, so we gave parents orienta-
tion on how to film their own children (aged 
between 2 and 4 years old) and curated a set of 
questions to guide parents’ observations and 
reflections. As we received parent’s responses, 
we saw a relationship between parents’ ability 
to notice expressions of inner diversity in their 
children, and their ability to notice their own 
patterns. It seemed important to cultivate par-
ents’ awareness so they could create well-be-
ing by allowing the full expression of their chil-
dren’s inner diversity without imposing their 
own filters.

We also assumed that if patterns observed 
in children held a degree of integrity over 
time, it would be possible to explore with par-
ents what patterns had remained constant in 
their lives since childhood. We wanted such 
biographic self-reflections to be supported by 
prompts beyond the parents’ own memories of 
childhood, so we adapted the original ques-
tions into semi-structured interviews that par-
ents could use with their own parents, or oth-
ers who had witnessed them grow. This led us 
on a path that felt very much like digging into 
one’s past,  finding treasures in one’s own per-
sonal narratives that could help reveal parts of 
ourselves we would otherwise not be aware of. 
It felt like doing “personal archeology”. 

Adding to the structured interview, we en-
couraged parents to inquire into photographs 

3 We prefer not to use the word “slow” because of its 
pejorative connotations associated with cognitive im-
pairment.

and artifacts such as texts or drawings from 
their childhood. We also considered stories 
told frequently as representing them as chil-
dren or phrases that were often repeated by 
adults when they were children.

Conducting your own “personal 
archeology”
Here are the guidelines we gave parents on 
how to conduct their own Personal Archeology:

Personal Archeology on Inner Diversity

The aim of the personal archeology exer-
cise is to guide an exploratory self-reflection, 
based on interviews and childhood artifacts, 
in order to identify patterns of inner diversity 
that have been consistent throughout our lives 
and see how they have unfolded through time 
and how they have expressed differently at dif-
ferent ages. 

Interviews can be done with any person 
of reference in your life that has watched you 
grow since birth (or an early age) and can mir-
ror some of your own behaviors back to you.

Childhood artifacts are any objects that 
give information about your behavior, interests 
or attitudes in childhood. These could be sim-
ply photos or video recordings of you, objects 
you have created like artwork or texts, or other 
documents like school reports, letters, etc.

What to look for...
•	 Look for the natural and internal log-

ic in how you approached things since 
childhood. These moments or artifacts 
would have been lived or done effort-
lessly, and brought vitality, rather than 
depleted you.

•	 Look for critical patterns that remained 
somewhat constant in how you related 
to time and pacing, how and what you 
paid attention to, how you started an 
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activity - specially a new one, how and 
what you shared with others, and how 
you tracked change and progress.

•	 Describe patterns in a process-ori-
ented language. That means having a 
non-judgmental, non-pathological and 
non-deficit stance. Look for what you 
were actually doing, not what you or 
someone else thought you should be 
doing. 

•	 Reflect on whether these patterns find 
their expression in adulthood, how 
they might have evolved and expressed 
themselves at different ages, and to 
what extent they define or change your 
sense of self, and your relationship with 
the world.

Dealing with other people’s perceptions of 
you
•	 Be prepared for the possibility that an-

swers to these questions might come 
out as judgments of character, for in-
stance: ‘you were very stubborn when 
you were a baby’. What is important is 
that you try to extract from that situa-
tion what that meant from both you (as 
a child) and the adult’s perspective, and 
how that may translate into specific pat-
terns of communicating and processing 
information.  In those cases, it is help-
ful to ask about specific examples of 
what was labeled as being “stubborn” 
(or whatever the judgment might have 
been).

•	 Equally, when answers to questions 
came out as praise, like “you were a 
special child” or “you were very orga-
nized”,  search for specific examples 
that can help you understand what that 
meant about how you were functioning, 
rather than your character traits.

Interview protocol

Before birth: Ask about your mother’s ex-
perience of your rhythm before you were born. 
many mothers talk about different babies hav-
ing very different rhythms in utero.  Did your 
mother notice this? 

First 3 months: What were my rhythms of 
sleeping, eating, crying? How actively did I re-
spond to external stimuli?

Age 1-3:
•	 What seemed to be my outstanding 

characteristics?
•	 What did I seem to be good at?
•	 What did I seem to be most challenged 

by?
•	 If I had a task to do, how did I go about 

it? 

Age 3+:
•	 What were my preferred ways of play-

ing/spending time?  Can you tell me 
about something I seemed to enjoy do-
ing very much?  

•	 How would I interact with an object – 
for example: playing with a toy

•	 How would I interact  with one oth-
er person – for example: a child of my 
same age

•	 How would I behave in a group of peo-
ple who are focused on a situation – for 
example: a family watching a puppet 
show or an animal playing

•	 How did I move in space? move a lot, 
stay in one place; move directly from 
one point to another, more wandering? 

•	 How did I handle ending one activity 
and starting another?  For example, did 
I need to be alerted that time was al-
most up?  Did I like to play with/work on 
many things at the same time or finish 
one activity before starting another?  

•	 What were the things that seemed im-
portant to me, or that I like a lot? 

•	 What were the things people constantly 
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said about my way of being? i.e. other 
family and friends, teachers

•	 What kind of situations would really an-
noy me?

•	 What would grab my attention? Under 
what circumstances?

•	 What were the circumstances in which I 
would lose interest in an activity or ob-
ject or person?

An example of personal 
archeology
The reasons why we decided to share select-
ed results from one of the authors’ Person-
al Archeology is twofold. First, we wanted to 
concretely illustrate the nature of the materi-
al one can uncover through the exercise and 
show by example how such information can 
be supportive of one’s well-being. Second, 
we wanted to model an attitude towards re-
search in which the subjective view of the re-
searcher is considered an asset, rather than 
an obstacle in the production of knowledge 
(mIZZI, 2010).

The following examples belong to the au-
thor Luís Pinto, from his own auto-biograph-
ic exploration using the “Personal Archeolo-
gy” exercise. The referred childhood artifacts 
include an interview of his mother about his 
childhood before the age of 10, using the ques-
tions before mentioned; two photos of the 
author in a similar group setting in different 
moments, one at 5 and one at 24 years old;  a 
poem written by the author to his godfather at 
an age between 8 and 10. The author continues 
this section in his singular voice to emphasize 
the personal nature of the examples shown.

I will describe the patterns I could find and 
illustrate them through the selected stories 
and artifacts. I will also point out where my re-
flection has confirmed, nuanced or contradict-
ed ways in which I saw myself.

Pattern #1: Seeking to complete 
and improve human systems
I remember this impulse to understand how 
things functioned, especially how people func-
tioned, as systems, and being driven to reflect 
and often express how systems could become 
more effective. 

I can remember your 2nd grade [Age 7-8] teacher 
saying that you used to ask a lot of questions 
and that one day you asked how “babies got 
into bellies”. I think she answered something 
that did not satisfy you because she was sur-
prised to see that the following day you brought 
to school a book about the human body and 
ended up explaining to her (the teacher) how 
babies were made and born. (Author’s mother, 
2012)

This story told by my mother illustrates this 
pattern which I feel is foundational to how I 
learn and relate to people and the world. Im-
age 2 shows a poem written during primary 
school age and is addressed to my godfather. 
The central motive of the poem is a request 
that he stop drinking. The arguments I give are 
“the harm it is doing to him”, that he should 
listen to me because I am younger, that he can 
“at least try” because “there is still a way to 
turn back”, all while expressing affection by 
calling him “dear” and dedicated “with all my 
love”. The form used for the poem is a quatrain 
with an ABCB scheme, which is traditional in 
vernacular culture. 

The poem artifact demonstrates both the 
pattern of how I pay attention to human sys-
tems in light of making them more complete, 
but also another pattern related to how my 
creativity gets stimulated, which is starting 
from or responding to a frame or existing 
structure.

Another example of this pattern, this time 
from the age of 12, but applied to a group or 
social setting rather than a person. 
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At school, I did what I called a ‘sociological 
analysis’ of my class. I gave each person a nick-
name, ranked them in terms of power and pop-
ularity and drew a diagram of the relationships 
between each one. I gave this plan to my En-
glish teacher so that she could rearrange the 
seating in a way that the people that would be 
less familiar with each other would sit together 
so that they would feel less encouraged to chat 
in class. (PINTO, 2012)4

Pattern #2: Taking a peripheral or 
inner focused standpoint in social 
settings
Photos 3 and 4 show me in a group setting at 

4 Primary author’s notes made to support his Personal 
Archeology exercise

the age of 5 (Image 3) and 25 years old (Image 
4). What is similar about the two situations is 
that I am standing in a group that had to fol-
low a certain form in space (aligned, facing the 
same direction). In both groups I am a few rows 
from the back. In both contexts there is a facil-
itator or teacher guiding the group.

What gets repeated, 20 years across, is the 
way I hold my arms - same arm over the other, 
the inclination and angle of my head, and the 
qualities of my gaze looking somewhere be-
yond the group and the limits of the space. I 
have noticed myself naturally falling into this 
position in many more moments than the ones 
captured in these two photographs.

Source: Luís manuel Pinto.

Figure 2 - Poem at 8-10 years old

Source: Luís manuel Pinto.

Source: Luís manuel Pinto.

Figure 3 - Group context at 5 years old

Figure 4 - Group context at 25 years old
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Pattern #3: Organizing internally 
before expressing/acting with 
high competency
The pattern brought to my awareness through 
the following stories is related to the amount 
of time and reflection a thought or intention is 
kept inside before it gets expressed or mani-
fested with a certain degree of detail.

I could identify this pattern in the way my 
mother described how I started talking:

You started walking at 13 months old, before 
you started talking. When you started saying 
the first words, they were very clearly unders-
tandable. (Author’s mother, 2012)

It created an image of myself as if I was 
carefully carving words in my mind and would 
hold on to them until I was sure they were 
ready. The same pattern was also expressed in 
the way I organized my personal spaces.

You were organized and disorganized. You would 
ask me not to touch your things - even if they 
were messy - and one day you would organize 
everything in one go. You found your way in your 
own mess, and you were early responsible for 
your own things… You would go beyond what was 
asked of you at school. (Author’s mother, 2012)

I recognize in this anecdote both the pat-
tern of accumulating complexity in space - 
which felt comfortable enough to live in - and 
taking time until I felt I could bring detailed or-
der to the space. The story also demonstrates 
aspects of the previous pattern of wanting 
complete systems in the fact that I always 
“added” to tasks handed to me at school.

The main outcome of my personal reflec-
tion is not the possibility of making an inven-
tory of characteristics that held through time 
and upbringing, but rather the impact this re-
flection might have on my self-perception, and 
in consequence, how I perceive other children 
- especially the ones I relate to or work with 
currently. 

Understanding that as early as 7 years I was 
seeking information that would help my teach-
er answer the question of how babies are born, 
or that a few years later I was writing a poem 
to my godfather about how he would benefit 
from quitting alcohol, nuances how I perceive 
these actions.  If I take away from myself, the 
label of these as expressions of arrogance or 
“knowing best”, I can begin to recognize how 
those remembered incidents were pointing to 
an underlying pattern which is core to how I 
relate to life.  I can find examples from other 
ages, including last week, and find a sense of 
acceptance and an excitement of options of-
fered by being able to describe this pattern to 
myself and others. 

Likewise, realizing that I take time dwelling 
in complexity, and that I need to have deep 
understanding of the whole system before an 
output or action starts to take form, helped me 
understand that it was not a matter of “taking 
forever to do anything”, or being a “procras-
tinator”, but that it was a way my system re-
sponded to my environment, and in fact allows 
me to bring a natural way of functioning as a 
gift to every situation -- I can create situations 
and self-acceptance to do my best work with 
sufficient time and context.

While these reflections create a sense of 
empowerment and reconciliation with aspects 
of who I am, they do not signify the end of a 
journey, or claim a certain territory as “the way 
I am” and build barricades around. It is rath-
er the beginning of a journey, or continuous 
self-discovery of forever adapting to environ-
ments and relationships.

Implications for relationships, 
practice and research
One of the greatest challenges related to fulfill-
ing children’s right to be heard and taken seri-
ously (UNITED NATIONS, 1989) is the adults abil-
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ity to attribute meaning and legitimacy to what 
children express. This often means an adult-
ist prejudice in responding to the question of 
“when is a child capable of formulating their 
own opinions” (LLOYD; EmERSON, 2017), but we 
believe another less discussed obstacle might 
be prejudice on the modality used by different 
children that might be deemed as irrelevant or 
unusable. The younger children are, the higher 
the prejudice is about their capabilities and the 
form in which they express themselves. Consid-
ering inner diversity means expanding the uni-
verse of what we consider worthy of meaning. 
Using a process-orientation in understanding 
not only what the child is expressing, but how 
the child is expressing, is an attitude of respect 
for the child as a whole person.

Recognizing inner diversity also has im-
portant implications in children’s subjective 
well-being and participation. As we grow and 
develop, so do patterns. In a positive lifelong 
development, patterns become more sup-
ple, integrated and our portfolio of possible 
responses increases, but there is a sense of 
“homecoming” when we have the space to en-
gage through the patterns that feel natural to 
us (O’TOOLE; GORDON, 2015). Each child’s expe-
rience of well-being is therefore unique. One 
child might need more structure, while another 
more flexibility. One child might need interac-
tion while another needs time alone. Research 
on children’s well-being must take in consid-
eration children’s subjective views of how they 
experience well-being (BEN-ARIEH, 2019). As a 
social group, children experience and describe 
well-being in a different way than adults, but 
an in-depth grasp of each child’s well-being 
requires extending the field of inquiry into un-
derstanding the patterns of inner diversity that 
constitute a source of vitality and motivation 
for the child.

 Seeing children’s participation and en-
gagement through the lenses of inner diversi-

ty, invites parents, childcare professionals and 
researchers to relax their ‘templates’ of how a 
child should be expressing their views (O’TOOLE, 
2019). Expectations and adult projected images 
of children’s responses can lead to considering 
content or the form of expressing their views 
as insufficient or inadequate.  Often adults will 
wait only a few seconds before offering words 
or prompts to help guide the child’s response, 
sometimes not even noticing how they are in-
terfering by seeking to “help” or speed up the 
process.  This can result in the child’s perspec-
tives being disrupted, disregarded or distort-
ed. Recalling the principle of self-organization 
helps us to be guided by inquiry, and the use 
of neutral language to describe how the child 
participates, rather than whether they are par-
ticipating. This is a strengths-based approach 
(LOPEZ; LOUIS, 2009) for creating a space that 
enables children to share and voice their views, 
whether that is in a family, educational, or re-
search context.

Finally, we suggest that recognizing lifelong 
patterns of inner diversity as natural strengths 
can be significant in personal and professional 
development. Revisiting one’s childhood mem-
ories through the lenses of inner diversity, can 
help adults “reclaim the territory of their child-
hood” by inquiring, observing and empathizing 
with ways of processing that have been a con-
stant in their personal narratives, thus uncov-
ering the assets embedded within it. This can 
transform a personal narrative of misunder-
standing or challenge, into one of resilience 
and value (INGAmELLS; EPSTON, 2012; WHITE, 
1988). Educational research has demonstrated 
that the practice of biographic self-reflection 
can contribute to teachers’ professional devel-
opment (KOSTER; VAN DEN BERG, 2014). What 
we support with this article is that eliciting 
patterns of inner diversity through exercises 
like personal archeology might be integrat-
ed not only in teacher’s self-study but in the 
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self-reflective practice of any adult relating to 
children. 

The path we have described is not neces-
sarily an easy one to follow, but we hope we 
have demonstrated that it is an interesting, 
fruitful and useful exploration on many levels. 
It holds the promise of addressing and being 
addressed in all our endeavors as the unique 
beings that each of us is.

Bibliography
ASSEMBLEIA GERAL DAS NAÇÕES UNIDAS. Convenção 
sobre os Direitos da Criança. 1989. 

BELL, John. Understanding Adultism: A major ob-
stacle to developing positive youth-adult relation-
ships. United States. YouthBuild USA, p. 1-7, march 
1995. Available at: https://actioncivics.scoe.net/
pdf/Understanding_Adultism.pdf Accessed ont: 10 
fev. 2020.

BEN-ARIEH, Asher. The Well-being of the World’s 
Children: lessons from the international survey 
of children’s well-being. Children’s Subjective 
Well-being in Local and International Perspec-
tives. Statistikaamet, p. 18-29, august 2019. Avail-
able at: https://www.stat.ee/publication-2019_chil-
drens-subjective-well-being-in-local-and-interna-
tional-perspectives. Accessed ont: 10 fev. 2020.

CONDON, Bill. Kinsey. United States: American Zoe-
trope and Myriad Pictures, 2004. 

GEISEN, Guus. Autopoiesis: perspective on sustain-
able, meaningful education. Netherlands: Nether-
lands Enterprise Agency, 2013. 

INGAMELLS, Kay; EPSTON, David. Placing strengths 
into storylines: building bridges between strengths-
based and narrative approaches. International 
Journal of Narrative Therapy and Community Work, 
n. 3, p. 50-61, may 2012. Available at: https://your-
story.org.nz/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Plac-
ing-strengths-into-storylines-Building-bridges-be-
tween-strengths-based-and-narrative-approaches-
by-Kay-Ingamells-and-David-Epston.pdf Accessed 
ont: 10 fev. 2020.

IRWIN, Terry. Extracts : living systems principles and 

their relevance to design. Devon England: Schum-
acher College/University of Plymouth, 2004. 

KICKBUSCH, Ilona; GORDON, Jean; O’TOOLE, Linda 
Aprender para o bem-estar: uma prioridade políti-
ca para crianças e jovens na Europa. Um processo 
de mudança. Lisboa: Fundação Calouste Gulbenki-
an, 2012. 

KOSTER, Bob; VAN DEN BERG, Bas. Increasing profes-
sional self-understanding: self-study research by 
teachers with the help of biography, core reflection 
and dialogue. Studying Teacher Education, v. 10, n. 
1, p. 86-100, 2014.  DOI: 10.1080/17425964.2013.866083

LEACH, John. ‘Give-up-itis’ revisited: neuropathology 
of extremis. Medical Hypotheses. v. 120, p. 14-21, 1 
nov. 2018. Available at: https://www.sciencedirect.
com/science/article/abs/pii/S0306987718306145 
Accessed ont: 10 fev. 2020.

LLOYD, Katrina; EMERSON, Lesley. (Re)examining the 
Relationship between children’s subjective wellbe-
ing and their perceptions of participation rights. 
Child Indicators Research, v. 10, n. 3, p. 591-608, 
2017. Available at: https://link.springer.com/arti-
cle/10.1007/s12187-016-9396-9 Accessed ont: 10 fev. 
2020.

LOPEZ, Shane J.; LOUIS, Michelle C. The Principles of 
Strengths-Based Education. Journal of College and 
Character, Informa UK Unlimited, v. 10, n. 4, 2009. 
DOI: 10.2202/1940-1639.1041

MARTIN, David Jerner; JEAN-SIGUR, Raynice; 
SCHMIDT, Emily. Process-oriented inquiry—A con-
structivist approach to early childhood science ed-
ucation: Teaching teachers to do science. Journal of 
Elementary Science Education, Illinois, USA: Ken-
nesaw State University, v.17, n.2, p. 1-22, 2005. DOI: 
10.1007/BF03174678

MATURANA, Humberto. R.; VARELA, Francisco. J. The 
Tree of Knwoledge: The Biological Roots of Human 
Understanding. United States: Shambhala Publica-
tions, Ine, 1987.

MIZZI, Robert. Unraveling researcher subjectivity 
through multivocality in autoethnography. Journal 
of Research Practice, v. 6, n. 1, p. 28-42, 2010. Avail-
able at: http://jrp.icaap.org/index.php/jrp/article/

https://actioncivics.scoe.net/pdf/Understanding_Adultism.pdf
https://actioncivics.scoe.net/pdf/Understanding_Adultism.pdf
https://www.stat.ee/publication-2019_childrens-subjective-well-being-in-local-and-international-perspectives
https://www.stat.ee/publication-2019_childrens-subjective-well-being-in-local-and-international-perspectives
https://www.stat.ee/publication-2019_childrens-subjective-well-being-in-local-and-international-perspectives
https://yourstory.org.nz/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Placing-strengths-into-storylines-Building-bridges-between-strengths-based-and-narrative-approaches-by-Kay-Ingamells-and-David-Epston.pdf
https://yourstory.org.nz/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Placing-strengths-into-storylines-Building-bridges-between-strengths-based-and-narrative-approaches-by-Kay-Ingamells-and-David-Epston.pdf
https://yourstory.org.nz/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Placing-strengths-into-storylines-Building-bridges-between-strengths-based-and-narrative-approaches-by-Kay-Ingamells-and-David-Epston.pdf
https://yourstory.org.nz/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Placing-strengths-into-storylines-Building-bridges-between-strengths-based-and-narrative-approaches-by-Kay-Ingamells-and-David-Epston.pdf
https://yourstory.org.nz/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Placing-strengths-into-storylines-Building-bridges-between-strengths-based-and-narrative-approaches-by-Kay-Ingamells-and-David-Epston.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/17425964.2013.866083
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0306987718306145
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0306987718306145
https://doi.org/10.2202/1940-1639.1041


Personal archeology: discovering your inner diversity through childhood artifacts

Revista Brasileira de Pesquisa (Auto)Biográfica, Salvador, v. 05, n. 15, p. 987-1000, set./dez. 20201000

view/201/185 Accessed ont: 10 fev. 2020.

O’TOOLE, Linda. Understanding individual patterns 
of learning: implications for the well-being of stu-
dents. European Journal of Education. v. 43, n. 1, p. 
71-86, 2008.  DOI: 10.1111/j.1465-3435.2007.00335.x

O’TOOLE, Linda. Well-being as Wholeness The Per-
spective, Process, and Practice of Learning for 
Well-being. In: MATTHES, Michiel et al. (ed.). Improv-
ing the quality of childhood in Europe 2013, Brus-
sels: Quality of Childhood Europe, v. 5, 2013. p. 22-35. 

O’TOOLE, Linda. Inner Differences: Exploring how 
we seek to know. Learning for well-being magazine. 
Amsterdam: Learning for Well-being Foundation, 
2019. 

O’TOOLE, Linda; GORDON, Jean. Can we measure 
happy, healthy and meaningful lives? Learning for 
well-being magazine. 2015. 

RANADE, Sraddhalu. Introduction to integral edu-
cation: an inspirational guide. Pondicherry: Sri Au-
robindo International Institute for Educational Re-
search, 2006. 

SELIGMAN, Martin. E. P. Authentic Happiness: using 
the new positive psychology to realize your poten-

tial for deep fulfilment. New York: Free Press, 2002. 

SORIN, Reesa; GALLOWAY, Greta. Constructions of 
childhood: constructions of self. Children Austra-
lia, v. 31, n. 2, p. 12–21, 2006. Available at:  https://
www.cambridge.org/core/journals/children-aus-
tralia/article/constructs-of-childhood-constructs-
of-self/D72200BBCCD52FA554A02BD525CC8087 Ac-
cessed ont: 10 fev. 2020.

STAFFORD, William. The way it is. Revised Edition. 
Minneapolis: Graywolf Press, 1999. 

WHITE, Michael. The externalizing of the problem 
and the re-authoring of lives and relationships. In: 
WHITE, M. Selected Papers. Adelaide: Dulwich Cen-
tre Publications. 1988. p. 5-28.

ZHAO, Hongxin et. alli. Studying the real child rather 
than the ideal child: Bringing the person into de-
velopmental studies. In: BERGMAN, Lars R.; CAIRNS, 
Robert B.; LARS-GORAN, Nilsson; NYSTEDT, Lars (ed.). 
Developmental science and the holistic approach. 
Psychology Press, 2000. p. 393-4319.

Recebido em: 03/05/2020
Revisado em: 05/08/2020
Aprovado em: 18/08/2020

Luís Manuel Pinto Masters in Educational Sciences, Vrije Universiteit Brussel. He is Director for Programs and Learning 
at the Learning for Well-being Foundation, based in Amsterdam (the Netherlands). E-mail: luismanuelpinto@gmail.com

Linda O’Toole is a Senior Fellow of the Learning for Well-being Foundation. She is particularly interested in the patterns 
through which people engage and process their inner and outer experiences. E-mail: lotoole1@earthlink.net

https://www.researchgate.net/deref/http%3A%2F%2Fdx.doi.org%2F10.1111%2Fj.1465-3435.2007.00335.x
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/children-australia/article/constructs-of-childhood-constructs-of-self/D72200BBCCD52FA554A02BD525CC8087
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/children-australia/article/constructs-of-childhood-constructs-of-self/D72200BBCCD52FA554A02BD525CC8087
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/children-australia/article/constructs-of-childhood-constructs-of-self/D72200BBCCD52FA554A02BD525CC8087
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/children-australia/article/constructs-of-childhood-constructs-of-self/D72200BBCCD52FA554A02BD525CC8087
mailto:luismanuelpinto@gmail.com
mailto:lotoole1@earthlink.net

