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Assembling desire. Analyzing the rollout of self-tracking devices 
in early childhood education
Antti Paakkari and Anna Siippainen 

Faculty Of Education and Culture, Tampere University, Tampere, Finland

ABSTRACT  
This paper examines the desiring-assemblages around an edtech device 
used in early childhood education (ECE). Using desire as an entry point, 
the paper examines how a Finnish edtech company gains access to 
municipal ECE with an activity-tracking device aimed at children. 
Drawing on interviews with company and administration employees, 
and ECE staff, the study details how a desire for increased physical 
education is produced and mobilized in order to bring together a 
network of actors, resulting in the rollout of the devices into 
educational use. The paper uses assemblage theory to nuance and 
complicate the linear story of a scientifically proven need leading to a 
policy program and finally to the rollout of an edtech device as a 
solution. Through an investigation into the use and production of 
desires, the paper discusses unequal power dynamics in public-private 
partnerships built around edtech and the ways in which the enthusiasm 
of the users is directed into edtech products.
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Introduction

In this paper, we are interested in how the rollout of a particular educational technology takes 
place in early childhood education (ECE) and how a desiring assemblage is constructed around 
it. The case in question concerns children’s activity-trackers offered to ECE groups with the 
purpose of supporting physical education. We draw inspiration from Selwyn, Campbell, and 
Andrejevic (2023) who approach facial recognition technologies through a case in which an 
edtech company re-scripts their product to match changing legislation and public discussion. 
In our case, we are interested in how desires are constructed around an edtech device and 
used to drive the assemblages of the public-private partnership. The approach gives us a chance 
to look behind the scenes into the conflicts and negotiations that precede and follow an 
edtech rollout.

The activity-trackers investigated here are wrist-worn devices that were marketed in Finland by a 
private sports equipment manufacturer and widely used in both public and private ECE in late 
2010s and early 2020s. Self-tracking technologies have become increasingly popular during the 
last decade. This has raised discussion on the effects of constant self-tracking and the way people 
are subjectivized through an algorithmic gaze on their activities (Ruckenstein and Schüll 2017). 
While promoted as motivational tools for physical education (Martin and Hultman 2022), self- 
tracking technologies have been shown to have many unexpected consequences and remain a 
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contested topic. The devices have been found inaccurate, may outsource pedagogy to a device, are 
not always pedagogically appropriate and on a general level increase datafication and corporate 
influence on pedagogy (see Lyall 2023; Mertala and Palsa 2023; Paakkari, Paananen, and Grieshaber 
2023; Williamson 2017).

Our paper deals with a public-private edtech partnership, in which a municipality rented the 
devices from the manufacturer and then distributed them into volunteering ECE groups. The 
devices typically stayed in a group for six months and were then passed on to next users, although 
some groups used them for longer. The initial six-month funding for the project came from a 
municipal digitalization program which in turn was connected to a national digitalization initiative 
driven by the government, and later from the core municipal ECE budget. Participating child 
groups could freely choose the way they used the devices and this varied greatly both in terms of 
time and scope. As participating in the tracker project was voluntary, only a part of municipal 
ECE groups used the trackers during the five-year partnership. Since the trackers were not manda
tory, it can be assumed that the participating groups were somewhat positive towards the devices. In 
some groups, the devices remained a minor presence but in others they became a constant fixture in 
daily activities (for a detailed analysis, see Paakkari, Paananen, and Grieshaber 2023).

Conceptual background

This paper approaches the introduction of a self-tracking technology into municipal ECE from the 
perspective of desiring-assemblages. We use Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s (2005) concepts of 
assemblage and desire to show how desiring-assemblages are constructed and mobilized. This is 
seen specifically in the context of self-tracking technologies in municipal ECE. The approach pro
vides insight into how educational technology becomes desired and turns into a conduit for a mul
titude of professional aspirations (see Cone 2024). It also shows how a discussion around an edtech 
rollout remains fixed on enthusiasm, excitement and opportunity, brushing aside political issues 
such as the changing role of the public sector in edtech collaborations.

Conceptually, the paper builds on three premises. Firstly, we approach technologies as assem
blages, showing them as a coming together of social, political, material and economic actors and 
forces. Assemblages have been widely utilized as theoretical approaches in educational research 
and have proven a powerful tool for analyzing the human and non-human entanglements of con
temporary education (Buchanan 2015; Hohti and Tammi 2023; Kokko, Paananen, and Hirsto 2023; 
Montero and Kelly 2021; Paananen and Grieshaber 2022; Renold and Ivinson 2014; Thompson, 
Sellar, and Buchanan 2021). In this article, we use the concept as an analytical device by investi
gating the operation of four specific assemblages. Our central starting point is that assemblages 
are built around desire and not an inert collection of objects. As Malins (2017, 128) writes, ‘it is 
desire that makes assemblages function’. Assemblages are not coherent or logical entities that func
tion systematically. Instead, they are a hodgepodge of elements held together by desire – a ‘compo
sition of desire’, as Deleuze and Guattari say (2005, 399). From this perspective, we need to ask what 
makes assemblages sustain themselves and remain functional when they are always in danger of 
coming apart (Thompson, Sellar, and Buchanan 2021).

Secondly, we use assemblages as a tool for investigating how desires are constructed and mobi
lized. For Deleuze, desires are pre-subjective flows that can never be completely owned or contained 
within a singular subject. Instead, we connect with flows of desire in assemblages, becoming some
thing else in the process (Malins 2017). Deleuze writes that desires are aimed at assemblages as 
wishes to connect with new forces and elements, but also produced in assemblages, as we are taught 
to desire in particular ways – we always desire both an assemblage and in an assemblage (Deleuze 
2007). A focus on desire as something that is socially and politically constructed helps us move 
beyond the individual and into seeing the forces that motivate actors and bring them together. 
While a desire may be personal, and may certainly feel that way, it is also something which, with 
regards to the subject, comes in from the outside. How and what we desire is actively produced 
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and reproduced in public discourses, policy documents, societal norms and everyday encounters. 
We are interested in how desire is produced in an edtech context when a new edtech product in 
introduced: the negotiations, justifications and interests that are aligned in order to mobilize actors 
around a common goal. Lately, desire has been used as an analytical concept in several interesting 
studies in the field of education (Gourlay 2015; Lambert et al. 2017; Leahy and Malins 2015; Mayes 
2020; Thompson, Sellar, and Buchanan 2021; Vermeire et al. 2024).

Thirdly, we participate in the discussion on edtech and the growing influence of private actors as 
well as the changing role of the state in education. Edtech expansion and the prominent role of private 
sector actors has become a focus of critical research which has shown how private actors gain access 
into public institutions through the creation of new platforms and devices. Research has shed light on 
the multiple ways in which new actors enter educational assemblages through edtech (Arantes 2024; 
Candido, Seppänen, and Thrupp 2024; Grant 2024; Jobér 2024; Joecks 2024; Kiesi 2023; Lewis and 
Hartong 2022; Lunde and Piattoeva 2024; Moschetti et al. 2020; Nivanaho, Lempinen, and Seppänen 
2023; Ortegón, Decuypere, and Williamson 2024; Rowe 2023; Rowe, Langman, and Lubienski 2024; 
Saari and Decuypere 2024). As Cone and Moos (2022) suggest, these developments can be seen as a 
‘respatialization of educational relations’. This means that the distances and proximities between 
actors are being reconfigured and straightforward distinctions between private and public appear pro
blematic, as for example in cases where governments seek to encourage the outsourcing of public ser
vices by fostering public-private partnerships (see Nivanaho, Lempinen, and Seppänen 2023).

What sparked our interest in this case was how the actors spoke of the beginning and the ending 
of the public-private partnership, emphasizing their passions, interests and enthusiasm when it 
started, and later their sorrow and disappointment when it ended. This echoes Jobér’s (2023) obser
vations of an edtech event where emphasis is on enthusiasm, opportunity and a shared feeling of 
belonging, and profits or marketing are barely mentioned. We wanted to analyze the forces moving 
in the background and motivating edtech assemblages. While there is considerable research show
ing the growing influence of private actors, we are interested in seeing what happens inside edtech 
assemblages, and what are the forces that make them expand, function, and stay together. As 
research questions, we ask firstly: how are desiring assemblages constructed around physical edu
cation and edtech? Secondly, we ask: how do desires circulate in these assemblages?

Research approach and methods

The data of this article consists of 11 thematic interviews that were conducted as a part of the pro
jects Educational technologies and the privatization of public education (2021–2024) and Evaluation 
and assessment of ECE in the era of datafication (2021–2024). During the projects, we interviewed 
actors involved in the use, purchasing, marketing or design of educational technologies in ECE. The 
data used in this article originates from one particular case, a self-tracking device used in a Finnish 
municipality. We interviewed ECE teachers (n = 5) and caretakers (n = 4) from child groups, staff 
from the municipal ECE administration (n = 2) and the edtech company (n = 1). The duration of 

Table 1. List of interviewees.

Interview Participant Date

1 Teacher March 2021
2 Teacher March 2021
3 Caretaker May 2021
4 Teacher & Caretaker May 2021
5 Caretaker June 2021
6 Caretaker June 2021
7 Teacher June 2021
8 Teacher June 2021
9 Administration staff January 2022
10 Administration staff February 2022
11 Edtech company staff May 2022
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the interviews varied from 30 to 70 min. In order to ensure anonymity, we refer to the interviewees 
as company employee, administration staff or as child group staff (see Table 1).

The aim of the interviews was to map the emergence and operation of edtech networks and 
related public-private partnerships. To this end, we investigated a variety of educational technol
ogies in order to find out how they have been acquired and used in public education. While analyz
ing data from this case we were taken by the observation that the interviewees repeatedly brought 
up their desires, passions and enthusiasm when talking about the devices and physical education. 
This led us to approach the data with a specific focus on desiring assemblages. We returned to the 
data, and analyzed it by asking what the speakers say about their desires and aims and what they 
hold important. We focused particularly on moments where interviewees spoke directly of desires 
or reflected on their motivations in relation to the devices and the edtech project. We have pre
viously written of this research material in Finnish with a focus on the privatization of Finnish 
ECE (see Paakkari and Siippainen 2023). Here, our focus is more explicitly on assemblages and 
desire.

We emphasized the perspective of the actors, seeking to understand the forces that moved them 
in the assemblages. While investigating the speech the actors produced it became apparent that they 
emphasized their own desires and passions, enthusiasm and interest. This opened a view into how 
public-private partnerships are constructed in a society where privatization is valorized both insti
tutionally and informally, and enabled us to investigate how desires are produced, directed and 
brought together in relation to children’s physical education, private edtech and municipal ECE. 
The analysis centers on moments where interviewees discuss the beginning and the ending of 
the public-private partnership. We focus firstly on the beginning of the partnership, during 
which the actors find each other and align their interests. A secondly focus is on the dissolution 
of the project some five years later, as the actors outline their takeaways of the project and 
reflect on it in hindsight.

The data production was carried out in accordance to the principles of good scientific knowledge 
which in Finland is guided by the Finnish National Board on Research Integrity TENK (2023). 
Information about the research was provided and informed consent was requested from all partici
pants (see e.g., Harcourt and Conroy 2011). It should be noted that the interviews did not directly 
ask about desires but focused more generally on the evaluation tool – in this case the activity-tracker 
– and its implementation process. Therefore, it is possible that with a different set of questions, 
desire would emerge in other ways in interviewee speech.

Findings

For the purposes of this analysis, we have isolated three specific assemblages around activity-track
ers (see Thompson, Sellar, and Buchanan 2021). These are the desiring assemblages of the edtech 
company, the municipality, and the ECE groups. On the basis of the interviews, we seek to map how 
desire is constructed and mobilized in each of these assemblages and how they relate to each other 
with regard to the activity-trackers.

Intersecting with the three, we must also account for a fourth one: this is the policy assemblage of 
physical education for children which underpins the three local assemblages. Seen in the tradition 
of assemblage thinking, policy is not considered a logical system but a fragile working-arrangement 
that ‘is constituted by forces, or desires, that extend beyond what can be readily identified as com
ponents of such an arrangement’ (Thompson, Sellar, and Buchanan 2021, 4). Policy is an attempt to 
make people change their behavior and since people are not solely rational, any such attempt inevi
tably operates with fears, hopes, insecurities, and desires (see Siippainen and Pitkänen 2024). The 
discussion on the necessity and significance of physical education of children enlists desires and 
fears surrounding normative body ideals, the need to maximize human capital and sustain a nor
matively functioning and efficient worker body in capitalism, and visions of right kinds of child
hoods for the economically productive citizens of the future (see Harjunen 2025; Kauppila, 
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Kinnari, and Niemi 2018; Kinnari and Silvennoinen 2023). In the studied case, a significant 
moment where these ideals are written down and explicitly connected with physical education of 
children is the 2016 publication of a Ministry of Education report on the guidelines for physical 
activity for children in early childhood education. The report becomes a powerful actor that estab
lishes physical education as a central area of concern in Finnish ECE (MEC 2016; also Paakkari, 
Paananen, and Grieshaber 2023; WHO 2019). The physical activity of children and youth also 
becomes something that is followed on a national level (LIKES 2022). The MEC report introduces 
a recommendation for three hours of daily physical activity. While the report mentions the impossi
bility of pointing conclusively to a specific time-limit, the eventually chosen three hours has become 
an influential number that the interviewees knew and cited repeatedly. Ministry recommendations 
are significant because they grant an official status to a debate on whether children get enough phys
ical activity (and are fit enough), and because they operationalize the abstract target of physical 
activity into a clear goal of three daily hours (see e.g., LIKES 2022). All this helps to stabilize the 
policy-making assemblage. As the report mobilizes actors around physical education of children, 
it also positions the government as an actor that is interested in the topic and willing to support 
others actors. Within the context of the policy-making assemblage, a space is thus created for var
ious actors to convene around physical education.

Constructing desire: building assemblages around physical activity

With a desire for physical education of children serving as the lynchpin connecting the assemblages, 
we can now look at the early stages of the activity-tracker cooperation between the municipality and 
the edtech company. It is noteworthy that, as the company employee recounts in the following, the 
company did not initially plan to market the product to municipal ECE. 

Yeah, we never really considered it [marketing the devices to ECE] in any way. […] The parents who had 
bought the devices for their children for so called private use, had taken them into daycare and there they 
had thought that it would be nice if they could follow the data. That is where the idea came to us. We started 
testing, interviewing and piloting, and slowly developed the whole product and the supplementary activity 
around it. (Company employee)

As the interviewee mentions, the trackers were initially targeted for private use and it was the parents 
that made the company realize they could also be used in ECE. The interviewee also emphasizes the 
role of third sector organizations that bring together actors operating around childhood, sports and 
physical education, and mediate between edtech actors and municipalities. Getting to know people 
from the organizations helps spread the word and introduces the company as ‘one of the rec
ommended options’. The company had no experience of working together with municipal ECE, 
instead the company employee found the whole field complicated. Parents and third sector organiz
ations therefore played a central role as mediators that bring actors together. These third sector organ
izations consist partly of employees and partly of volunteers, creating a category of ‘semi-neutral 
mediators’ (Hartong 2024) or ‘shadow professionals’ (Lewis and Hartong 2022) that have been 
shown to have an outsized influence on edtech related privatization. Here, mediators are vital in 
two distinct ways. Firstly, they offer the company access to their networks connecting public and pri
vate actors around the themes of physical education, technology, and ECE. This helps the company to 
understand the field of public services and create contacts within it. Secondly, they also give the com
pany concrete advice on how to develop the device and provide it with the required pedagogical depth. 
The company had very limited experience and an understanding of ECE and pedagogical content, as 
the tracker was originally designed for private consumers. Third sector organizations discussed ped
agogic questions with the company and helped to make the device pedagogically suitable for ECE set
tings. The interviewee describes the co-operation with these organizations as a ‘high school of practice’ 
and jokingly mentions how, after some years of working together, a third sector organization 
employee told them that by this point, they had become ‘an educator themselves as well’.
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It was also important for the company to find out who were the key people and how to get in 
touch with them. A local sports association is mentioned in several interviews as a key contact. 
While the role of such third sector organizations is mostly informal, they play a central part in get
ting companies in touch with the right people from municipalities. In this case, the company had 
practically no contacts in municipal ECE before engaging with the organizations. Through the net
works it became possible to create enthusiasm around the device: 

It is incredibly hard to get in touch with the right people. […] We needed to have the enthusiasm in the ECE 
staff themselves. […] There was practically no way for us to get in contact with the child groups. […] These 
key contacts we initially acquired from the local organizations were absolutely priceless in that they gave us a 
chance to spread information and to let people know that our product existed in the first place. (Company 
employee)

We can see how the company initially enters into cooperation with the municipality almost against 
its will. They have no intention of marketing the product to municipalities, have no experience of 
operating with the public sector, and no pedagogical expertise. However, a shared interest toward 
physical education of children – produced in the macro-assemblage on physical education – is 
enough to bring actors together, and the company quickly realizes the cooperation may coincide 
with many of its other goals. It is however notable how the company receives much of the networks 
and expertise necessary for the project from outside and mostly for free of charge.

In the municipality, a central role falls to a specialist in the ECE administration working in a 
digitalization program and tasked with finding initiatives that combine ECE and digital technol
ogies. This program was the main funding source for the trackers during their first year in the 
municipality. In the following, the administration employee describes their job and recounts hear
ing about the trackers for the first time. 

We came into this project almost by accident because I can no longer remember where I found it. […] There 
was no assignment that it should relate to sports or digitalization. It was meant to encourage ECE staff to use 
more digital apps and tools in their pedagogical work. But nobody was saying that it should be connected with 
physical education. The thing back then was that I was incredibly excited. […] I had an enormous passion to 
promote physical education in early childhood education by any means necessary. (Administration staff)

The interviewee describes finding out about the device almost by coincidence. Through their net
works they heard about an event where the trackers were introduced and decided to participate. 
This quickly led into trialing the devices in selected ECE centers and later expanding the project 
to cover several hundred devices during a five-year period. While the interviewee says they came 
into the project ‘almost by accident’, this is accompanied by a mention of an ‘enormous passion 
to promote physical education in ECE by any means necessary’. Municipal digitalization program 
thus creates a connection between digitalization and ECE and the enthusiasm of the employee adds 
the element of physical education. While the flexible job description of the interviewee opens sev
eral possibilities, there is a certain inevitability in that what ends up being connected is ECE, digi
talization and physical education, all of which can be brought together by the activity-tracker.

In the ECE groups, teachers had varying degrees of interest towards the devices. Some were 
enthusiastic, others used them simply because their predecessor had ordered the product, as in 
the following excerpt: 

My predecessor had decided to participate in this. I understood there had been an email about the possibility 
of taking the devices and they had decided to do it. And since they had already promised to participate, we just 
went along with it. […] I guess it was about using the app to encourage children to move. […] I don’t know 
how much they had really thought about it. There had been a message and they had signed up. I haven’t heard 
of any special plans about it. (ECE Teacher)

From the way the interviewee questions whether their predecessors had really thought about the 
reasons for using the device, we can see that while physical education was generally described as 
a positive thing, there was not necessarily much confidence in that the devices would help to further 
it. However, even the teachers who did not seem to participate with great enthusiasm were not 
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openly critical towards the devices. If there was criticism, it was directed toward the visibility a pri
vate company was getting through the cooperation with the municipality.

In summary, the three assemblages are brought together by a shared aspect of physical education 
of children. This becomes the foundation for a co-operation between the edtech company, the 
municipality and the ECE groups. While other desires are also circulating in the assemblages, 
they are not made explicit and physical education remains a shared goal for the actors. As a result 
of the Ministry report (MEC 2016), it also has the benefit of an official status and a specific numeri
cal target of three daily hours of physical activity. With a defined goal, a need to monitor whether it 
is attained emerges, thus creating an opportunity to position tracking technologies as a solution. 
Despite the report’s openly stated uncertainty about the exact amount of necessary exercise, 
none of the interviewed actors questioned the findings and recommendations, and there seemed 
to be a consensus around the importance of physical education in ECE. This helps to expand the 
assemblage and bring new actors into it even while they express multiple interests. We can see 
how the state creates the conditions and a need for the physical education of children through 
the MEC report. We can also see how the edtech company creates connections within third sector 
organizations and municipalities, seeking to get recognized as a credible actor. While hearing about 
this particular meeting may have been a coincidence, it seems likely that the municipal employee 
would have eventually heard about the project through other channels.

Separation and success: the unraveling of desire

In the following, we turn to the termination of the public-private partnership. This happens when the 
edtech company unilaterally decides to stop supporting the devices. The partnership between the com
pany and the municipality initially began in 2017 and expanded yearly until some years later the com
pany announced that the product will be cancelled the following year. The municipality had intended 
to continue and expand the contract but agreed to end the partnership the following year, receiving the 
last year of service for free. As with the introduction of the device, we can see that the assemblages 
actually contain diverging desires, many of which are not connected to physical education. 

We wanted to find a different angle for getting our name out. And of course, thinking about the whole project, 
showing that we are an innovative company. We run various experiments, initiatives and projects, and also 
digital products. We still test lots of different services and experiment with various concepts, seeing what 
could work. Here we found a whole new angle on how to operate – not only on a national level but also want
ing to take the same concept abroad. And also, it was about becoming known as a company outside of Finland 
through this project. (Company employee)

In the above excerpt, the edtech company employee reflects on key achievements of the partnership. 
The interviewee mentions that the product team would gladly have continued with the device which 
was seen as having ‘lots of potential’ and ‘a clear demand’. However, the product was not a key focus 
area for the company. According to the interviewee, it was internally known that the lifecycle of the 
device was limited and resources for updates did not exist. While the interviewee expresses regret 
about this, it is evident that the company has been aware of the coming situation. Reflecting back on 
the project, the interviewee describes that the company also wanted to increase its brand exposure 
and keep in touch with market sentiment; gain experience in smart clothing; and expand its global 
and municipal contacts. The marketing impact of the device is brought up a central contribution. 
From this point of view, the takeaway is positive. Even if the cooperation with ECE did not con
tinue, the brand received global exposure: 

It’s still something that people look at. If you think about how much we got our name out internationally, 
those are seriously big numbers. We got a huge amount of brand visibility from doing this. […] It was a 
definite success. (Company employee)

In the municipal administration, the end of the project comes as a surprise. The administration 
employee mentions problems in communication between the municipality and the company. 
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While the municipality had invested in the tracker project for several years, they actually had very 
little idea of how long it would continue: 

The company informed us that they were shutting this down in a year. After that we stopped making new 
purchases. It sort of just withered away which was a shame because it seemed that they had also really got 
the hang of it and made stronger and stronger links to the ECE curriculum. They also partnered with [a pub
lishing company] who made materials for them. By the end, they had made it into a package that was much 
more than just activity measuring. […] Of course, we did not know what was going on behind the scenes – 
what are the development costs and where they want to take this. My feeling was that quite a few municipa
lities had bought the devices and so I thought that we would go into the direction of using them more and 
more. (Administration staff)

Interviews with municipal administration and ECE staff suggest that neither expected the project to 
end, and that its future had scarcely been discussed with the company. The administration 
employee speaks about the trackers as a long-term initiative that is being developed along the 
way. They describe how the company had ‘really got the hang of it’ and how educational content 
had become more aligned with the curriculum. In retrospect, the interviewee mentions that through 
the partnership, the municipality also sought other things: they wanted to foster enthusiasm in the 
organization; educate the teachers; experiment and create new projects; and advance digitalization. 
Shutting down the devices was a surprise because there were no comparable products and, in this 
sense, the company had no competition. The impression of an expanding user base combined with 
several years of tech development and a lack of competition led them to reasonably expect that the 
project would continue. Following Cone (2024), this can be seen in context of the affective work 
associated with edtech platforms (see also Högström et al. 2024; Perrotta, Selwyn, and Ewin 
2024). The process of finding a technology, learning how to use it, getting to know the people 
involved, and accommodating the technology to a specific use case is time-consuming. In the con
text of a constantly changing edtech environment, this becomes a loyalty-generating factor: since 
the task of changing platforms or technologies is wearisome, it is easiest to assume that existing 
technologies continue. As Cone’s study shows, processes like user attraction of familiarization 
can turn into an affective lock-in. Users may not be willing to change technologies unless a pressing 
issue emerges, and they may assume that arrangements continue as they are even when this has not 
formally been agreed.

In the ECE centers, news of the ending is met with surprise and disappointment. In the follow
ing, two members of the ECE staff talk about the termination. 

Nothing else really than I am just very sorry to hear that they are shutting this service down. It is sad news 
because it has brought a lot of good things into our group. (ECE Staff)

As a whole it was such an easy and well-functioning system that for me, it mostly just brought experiences of 
success. So why on earth are they shutting it down? It is dispiriting. (ECE Staff)

As we have noted elsewhere (Paakkari, Paananen, and Grieshaber 2023), the frequence of tracker 
use, and motivations for it, varied between ECE groups. The interviewees mentioned several 
reasons for using the devices: they wanted to see how much the children move; use the devices 
as a part of global education through a map application that came with them; influence the everyday 
routines of the families; and also activate the children in a more than physical sense, by bringing 
them something new and exciting. In groups that used the devices as a core part of pedagogy, 
the staff went through considerable effort to develop pedagogical activities involving the trackers. 
Some teachers used the devices with the aim of practicing social skills. This meant paying special 
attention to friendship skills in the months leading up to the arrival of the devices, seeking to create 
an environment where children could see their physical skills in a positive light that was not overly 
dominated by the activity-scores of the device. This was a time-consuming process and the disap
pointment brought on by the sudden end of the tracker project can be seen in relation to the 
amount of work put into accommodating them. The interviewees describe how the trackers have 
been a helpful part of the group’s activities and seeing them suddenly taken away feels untoward. 
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They say that the project brought ‘a lot of good things’ and ‘mostly just brought experiences of 
success’.

Here, we think it is the word success that merits closer inspection. Both the edtech company and 
the teachers use the word, although with different nuances. In both their desiring assemblages, there 
are elements of success: the company gains brand exposure, builds a reputation as an innovator and 
creates contacts with the public sector; the teachers get to develop social skills and global education 
in the child group. Furthermore, while the municipality is critical about the end of the partnership, 
it has helped them to achieve a central goal of digitalizing ECE and in this sense, is also at least a 
partial success. However, it is interesting to note that none of the successes the actors talk of actually 
deal with the promotion of physical education. In retrospect, the device is seen as a tool used for 
several things besides its stated ‘main purpose’. Physical education acts as a floating signifier or ‘key
word’ onto which many different meanings can be attached. There is a general consensus on the 
importance of physical education of children and hardly anyone is openly against it. There is 
also significant funding available. It is therefore something that can be used to get resources 
which can then be used to various ends.

Discussion

We have investigated four assemblages that come together as the municipality starts using self- 
tracking devices in ECE. An illustration of these assemblages and the desires circling in them 
can be seen in Figure 1.

Physical education, and activity-trackers as a device associated with it, is at the center of the 
desiring assemblages, providing an intersection point that joins the assemblages together. How
ever, while physical activity is a shared desire for the actors, each has their own priorities. The 
company wants to keep in touch with market sentiment and seeks brand exposure as an inno
vator. The municipality, on the other hand, wants to educate the teachers and advance digita
lization. Finally, the ECE groups want to develop global education and social skills and influence 
the everyday routines of the families. The fact that physical education can bring the assemblages 
together is, in turn, made possible by the ECE policy assemblage (represented by the circle sur
rounding other assemblages in Figure 1) that introduces physical education as a central policy 
concern. Through policy documents, funding instruments and official guidance, the state creates 

Figure 1. Desiring assemblages within the ECE policy-making assemblage.

LEARNING, MEDIA AND TECHNOLOGY 9



a political atmosphere where many actors share an interest in physical education and projects 
can be built around it.

The state is not alone behind these desiring assemblages, as they must activate libidinal forces in 
the ‘micromanagement of petty fears’ (Deleuze and Guattari 2005, 216–217) to be truly effective. 
However, it is also true that ‘policy coordinates desire’, as Thompson, Sellar, and Buchanan 
(2021) write, and in this sense, the state does play a significant role. Through various policy instru
ments, it creates a need for digitalization, introduces physical education as a focus area, and sim
ultaneously opens a space for private edtech companies. From this perspective, the desiring 
assemblages built around physical education can be seen in relation to the changing role of the 
state and the privatization of public education. This raises questions around the power and role 
of the state at a time when it continues to be seen as weakening. As Kiesi (2023) points out, the 
Finnish public sector has been both an enabler and a constrainer with regards to the commercia
lization of education. It is therefore too easy to simply see this as a weakening of the state: instead, it 
appears to have shifted its focus towards externalizing the direct power to sway desire and manifest 
answers to desire to the market. This does not suggest that the state is ‘good and strong’ but rather 
that it is engaged in the process of commercialization of being, through its interactions with cor
porate, institutional (ECE), and individual desires.

As the state externalizes part of its decision-making ability onto outside networks, it is interesting 
to consider the position of the edtech company in relation to other actors. The actors are dependent 
on each other and it is clear that none of them can build public-private partnerships by themselves. 
However, in the data the company is repeatedly the one who gets the final say in whether the project 
actually proceeds or not. At the start of the partnership, the company openly admits to its unfamiliar
ity with ECE. The desiring assemblage around the devices would not come together if it were not for 
the willingness of third sector organizations to create contacts, and the enthusiasm of the adminis
tration employee, with their desire to ‘promote child physical education by any means necessary’. 
The company uses the resources of others to build a market for its product. Around the termination 
of the project, it unilaterally decides to withdraw the device, regardless of the efforts and disappoint
ment of other actors. The role of the company resonates with Moulier-Boutang’s (1996) work on the 
‘political entrepreneur’, which suggests that enterprises in Post-Fordist capitalism are defined less by 
ground-up innovation or the actual production of goods and, instead, by their ability to locate and 
connect with pools of already existing cooperation and enthusiasm. Moulier-Boutang claims that a 
Post-Fordist enterprise operates as an apparatus of capture turning already existing cooperation 
and social relations into profit. In our research material, it is noteworthy that the edtech company 
is initially not even aiming its product into ECE use. Largely volunteer third sector networks and indi
vidual parents enable the company to establish connections with municipalities. In this respect, exper
tise and enthusiasm can be seen as resources that are situated outside the company and which it then 
manages to harness for its own use.

This can also be seen in relation to what Birch and colleagues (2023) call the problem of inno
vation. In order to be successful and retain the possibility to gain additional funding, an enterprise 
must appear innovative. Birch and Muniesa (2020; see also Helén and Lehtimäki 2023) propose that 
while innovation has long been a central factor in gaining market confidence, making the right 
impression and generating buzz has become such a significant part of a company’s success that 
it has largely separated from actual product development. Enterprises now often have separate 
departments for generating the impression of innovation and for actual product development. In 
our case, the company emphasizes the need to appear innovative and uses this to justify the project. 
However, the actual product development seems limited and after the device has fulfilled its 
promise of making the company appear creative, it is abandoned. The goal of a particular enterprise 
may not only be to sell its product but to maintain an image with which to attract investors (Helén 
and Lehtimäki 2023). This makes it easier to understand the slightly perplexing aspects of the 
activity-tracker case, namely how the company ended up terminating a successful product that 
had no competitors and a wide user base.
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Once the company has exited the market, the people left cleaning up the rubble are the municipal 
employees who carry out the everyday work of early childhood education. Their surprised and dis
pleased comments can be seen in relation to the brand exposure and visibility they have given the com
pany without receiving a commitment in return. However, it is important to keep in mind that the 
situation has been made possible by the state taking on a new role and opening public education as 
a potential ‘test bed’ for edtech startups. While the companies may face difficulties in navigating markets 
dominated by Big Tech (Komljenovic, Birch, and Sellar 2024), it is often the teachers and the children 
that have most to lose as the sudden introduction or withdrawal of a device or platform interferes with 
daily activities. On the basis of the case investigated here, the costs and benefits are divided unequally. 
While many of the benefits from these edtech assemblages are reaped by private companies, the necess
ary extra work is delegated to the teaching staff – one that is already often overworked and underpaid.

Conclusion

This paper has investigated the beginning and the ending of a project that aimed to use self-tracking 
devices in municipal early childhood education in order to promote physical education. The case is 
an example of how contacts between edtech companies and educational institutions are built through 
informal networks and how little insight public sector actors may have into the decision making inside a 
private company. The analysis also shows how the state actually plays a significant role as an actor 
capable on injecting desire into assemblages, and constructing a policy assemblage on physical edu
cation which provides an economic and institutional foundation for the local assemblages. It is therefore 
exaggerated to say that the state has left edtech markets into private hands. Instead, it has partly with
drawn but also actively encourages commercial edtech actors to enter the space of public education.

In terms of future research, we believe that approaches focusing on desire may develop crucial 
insight into contemporary capitalism that uses generating hype and enthusiasm as a central market
ing technique. Both investigating and deconstructing these factors can help us in understanding the 
logic that gives increasing power to private actors in education.
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