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Chapter 1

Children’s Social Situation and Their Activities
in Everyday Settings

Children’s development within the fields of psychology and education is now a
hotly contested area, with a plethora of critiques having been made over the
years (e.g., Rogoff, 1990, 2003). Yet all of the alternatives that are put forward,
whether theoretical or empirical, have neglected to look at how the everyday life
of children can act as the source of children’s development. The aim of this
book is to show how children’s play, learning, and development in everyday
family life can be conceptualized within the everyday settings and institutional
practices in which children participate. In this book we specifically take account
of the child’s social situation of development, theorizing children’s develop-
ment from a cultural-historical perspective. We begin this theoretical orienta-
tion by introducing in this first chapter one of the four families who make up
the content of this book of family practices and child development:
Breakfast in a Danish family is a shared activity for all family members. It is

the early winter-morning period and the Fredriksberg family are assembled at
the table eating their breakfast. The family is made up of the mother, father,
Laura (10 years), Lulu, (8), Emil (6), and Kaisa (4). It is an ordinary day for a
family with school children. It is late autumn and this extract is taken from a
four-hour observation that began at 6:30 a.m.

The whole family is gathered around the table eating breakfast, either
cornflakes or porridge.
The researcher asks if the family always rises so early.
The mother says that they used to rise at this time, but today they were
up a little earlier [because of the researchers’ morning visit].
Emil claims that he also rises at that time when he is off from school.
The mother denies that.
Then he argues he is the first to rise when they do not have to go to school.
Kaisa says that she is the first to rise when they are off from school.
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The mother then says they take turns at being the one that rises earliest.
Themother tells the researcher that on weekdays they have to rise so early
because she leaves for work at 7:15AM, in order to be able to leave work at
2:30 p.m., to fetch the children from the daycare institutions at 3:00 p.m.
While themother has been talking, Emil has crawled onto his father’s lap.
Lulu brings up her music lessons and tells about how the music teacher
is annoying, because he never lets them sing a whole song, but stops
them and asks them to redo what they already have done. She does not
understand why he stops them all the time and they never finish a song.
Kaisa tells about how they are singing in the kindergarten, and starts
singing a song about the blowing wind.
Emil starts singing along. He knows the song better, and Kaisa gets
annoyed.
The father tells Emil to stop singing, which he does [so Kaisa can finish
her song].
The mother asks if it is raining, and Kaisa wonders how it can rain in
wintertime [when it is supposed to snow]. (Period 1, Visit 5, November –
Autumn)

The morning periods in the Fredriksberg family have been followed over nine
visits. The morning setting described above is re-created every weekday
morning with some variation, depending on the particular concrete condi-
tions. The morning period is consistently structured by the demands of being
at school on time. There are often events from school that are taken up
by the children in the morning talk, as was noted above when Lulu discusses
her music teacher’s approach to singing songs.What both children and adults
bring to the situation from their other relationships in school, work, and
kindergarten, or when playing with friends, will influence the specific morn-
ing setting.
In this book we conceptualize a wholeness approach for studying children’s

learning and development, and we advocate that to understand children’s
development we must also examine the societal conditions and institutional
practice along with the children’s perspectives in everyday life settings
(Hedegaard, 2009; Hedegaard & Fleer, 2008). These concepts will be dis-
cussed in full in relation to the specific concrete examples that we introduce
throughout the chapters of this book. To implement a “wholeness” approach
when focusing on a child in a single practice (i.e., home practice), one has
to be attentive to how other practices (i.e., daycare, school, after-school/
community program, parent’s work) influence the child’s activities in the
specific settings. We do this to gain insight into children’s play, learning, and
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development at home or in school. Specifically, we have to follow how
children participate in several institutions (e.g., family, home, after-school
care) within the same day to see how practice in one institution crosses over
and influences children’s activities in another institution. When we do this,
this constitutes what we mean by a wholeness approach.
In specific situations, often several different institutional practices1 influence

children’s social situation and activities. For example, we see this when school
starting times or parents’ work hours impact how much time is available in the
mornings for children to play. Consequently, children’s development can be
seen as a sociocultural pathway through different institutions over time (Dreier,
2008; Hedegaard, 2009; Vygotsky, 1998; Elkonin, 1999). The family is the core
institution for a child in the child’s early life, but gradually children participate
in new institutions, and these influence the activities of the whole family. In
Western societies, the most typical institutions that children participate in are
daycare, school, and higher education. It is argued in this book that children (as
well as adults) develop through participating in the everyday activities in the
different institutional practices that make up these societal institutions
(Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Rogoff, 1990, 2003).
Theoretically, we position ourselves within cultural-historical activity

traditions (Vygotsky, 1998; Leontiev, 1978; Davydov, 1988; Hedegaard,
Chaiklin, & Jensen, 1999). In this theoretical tradition, activity is a central
concept (Leontiev, 1978). Leontiev’s conception of activity is extended in
Hedegaard’s cultural-historical theory of development (Hedegaard 1999,
2009, 2012) so that the concept of practice is introduced as a particular
condition that also shapes children’s development (see Figure 1.1).
In this particular conceptualization, institutional practice frames the activ-

ities. A person acts within the institutional practice, but the institution gives
the cultural frame for the person’s activities. Activities are oriented toward
cultural objects and ideals. For instance, when a small child reaches for an
object, the object already exists within a practice setting, which creates
expectation and conditions for how the object should be handled. In a
home practice with breakfast there are different objects, some of which are
adequate for a child’s activity of eating breakfast (such as a glass of milk,
bread, crackers), but there may also be other objects at the breakfast that are
not evaluated as adequate for a small child to handle from the caregiver’s
perspective and may even be seen as dangerous for a child (e.g., a sharp knife,

1 Practice is used with another meaning than in the edited book The Practice Turn in
Contemporary Theory (Schatzki, Knorr-Certina, & von Savigny, 2001), where practice is related
to a person’s actions. Practice in our terminology is related to institutional traditions: activities
we relate, as Leontiev (1978), to a person’s actions.
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a hot teapot). Rogoff (2003, p. 6) has demonstrated this difference in values
visually with a picture of a very young child from an African society who is
handling a sharp machete to cut a coconut. A North American (Ochs &
Izquierdo, 2009), Scandinavian, or Australian (Fleer et al., 2006) young child
would never be allowed to handle this sharp object. What are seen as safe
objects for a child to handle is evaluated differently by caregivers in different
societies. A caregiver will approve and help a child reach for an object the
child desires, or the caregiver will do the opposite, depending on both the
traditions and values of a particular society.
Even when an object is acceptable, there can be objections in relation to

how the child’s activity with the object should take place. For instance, one of
the Australian families described in detail later in this book (the Peninsula
family) has a small vegetable garden at the rear of their house for growing a
range of vegetables. The home tradition of preparing a vegetable garden gave
specific meaning to the tools for the children: watching their father’s activity
using the tools for growing vegetables and also being allowed to use these
tools themselves. The gardening tools were easily accessible to the children,
and they would play with these adult tools. To the children, these tools were
there to be explored, and to use on plants and soil around the backyard.
Although the children competently explored these tools in a range of ways, to
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figure 1.1 A model of children’s everyday life lived through participating across
different institutions
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the researchers these gardening tools represented dangerous objects, partic-
ularly when they were being swung close to children’s heads or near children
playing on swings, as described below:

Nick (6) andAndrew (5) begin lifting up the gardening equipment, which
is very heavy. Nick uses the spade to dig out the basil plant, which later
the dad finds and is very cross about. Andrew takes the rake and, after
raking the grass, tries to balance it on top of the swing set, as both J.J. (3)
and Louise (2) are playing on the swings. The researchers intervene due
to perceived safety issues. (Period 1, Visit 6, April – Autumn)

As will be shown later in this book, these children were accustomed to
exploring everyday objects and being physically active in their home context.
They already had a high level of physical and spatial competence to manage
exploring what were essentially adult tools. The institutional practice (here
home practice) provides the objects and possibilities for what a child can do;
the activity is what a child does within the frame of possibilities.
Each institution has its own practices that are often related to different

objectives demanding different activities, and even when the activities seem
the same, such as playing at home and in school, the way the activities take
place will vary, as will be illustrated later in this book. To understand a child’s
activities, the activities have to be seen within institutional traditions, where
traditions for practice can be seen as structuring the practice into several
activity settings. For example, we see how family traditions structure Emil’s
family’s morning routine of eating breakfast and preparing for school, and later
in the day the family’s afternoon routine of drinking tea and doing homework,
and the routines in their dinner and bedtime settings. Each of these settings can
be seen as relating to a cultural tradition of how families in a specific society
create such settings and routines, but it can also be seen as relating to how a
specific family creates its own traditions within the practice setting. The family
practice can also reach into, and influence, the practices in other institutions.
For example, eating lunch in school can be quite different for different children
in the same setting because different home traditions may influence children’s
activities in settings away from home (Thorne, 2005). For instance, when
children are not used to sitting at the table for a meal at home, and they
begin attending childcare for the first time, they will take to the new practice
setting their known ways of eating meals (see Fleer, 2010).
Neither society nor its institutions (i.e., families, kindergarten, school,

youth clubs, etc.) are static; rather their practices change over time as a
dynamic interaction among a person’s activities, institutional traditions,
societal discourses, and material conditions.
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In this book the focus is on a family that is constituted as a father, mother,
and children in a shared home, even though we are well aware that there are
many different variants of being a family inmodern society (Golombok, 2006;
Dencik et al., 2008). This is our focus because the families that are reported on
in this book were constituted in this way. Although the focus is on children’s
everyday life in families, their lives are concurrently connected to several
institutions, such as the extended family, daycare, schools, clubs, medical
care, and religious institutions; these are the main institutions, but for some
children there are other types, such as boarding schools, foster homes,
orphanages, or child labor institutions.
Learning and development in everyday life happens slowly, often unnoticed.

As a child lives and moves between home, childcare, and school, we notice the
demands, motives, transitions, and conflicts that arise in everyday life. The aim
of this book is to follow children’s everyday activities and social relations as
change in children’s social situations and how this changemay lead to children’s
development. This can be better understood when we take the child’s perspec-
tive, meaning that the focus is on the activities the child initiates, the demands
that childrenmeet and put on others, and the conflicts that the child experiences
within his or her social relations with others.Whenwe take a child’s perspective,
it is the child’s intentions that we follow.Herewe notice how children’s relations
with others and their material world may be experienced differently by indivi-
dual children, thus affording different opportunities for play, learning, and
development. In examining the child’s perspective we also show how the
relations for the same child change, thereby affording new opportunities for
play, learning, and development. It is the child’s self-awareness of these new and
changing relations across activity settings that constitute the social situation of
development.
Roger Barker and HerbertWright’s book –One Boy’s Day (1954) – has been

an inspirational source with their concept of behavioral setting for analyzing
the results of our research into children’s everyday life activities and also as a
contrast where we wanted to overcome the idea of cultural habitat in the
presentation of children in their everyday life. Barker and Wright present
their work as an example of “a child in its cultural habitat” (1949, 1971). This
conceptualization presents the child within an ecosystem where relations are
described. We want, instead, to take an analytical approach and analyze
children’s activity to formulate concepts of children’s learning and develop-
ment that relate to children’s everyday activities framed within institutional
practices and societal conditions, thereby transcending the idea of cultural
habitat as a parallel to biological habitat. Although Barker and Wright have
been inspirational with their concept of behavioral setting, we instead draw

8 Play, Learning, and Children’s Development

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-02864-7 - Play, Learning, and Children’s Development: Everyday Life in
Families and Transition to School
Mariane Hedegaard and Marilyn Fleer
Excerpt
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107028647
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


on Leontiev’s (1978) concept of activity, which transcends the idea of the child
within a habitat: we see the child as acting and taking initiatives, and we
therefore name the setting activity settings (as do Tharp & Galimore, 1988,
p. 3). This choice is related to our desire to highlight the child’s motive and the
objectives of the setting more directly in our analysis. In this conceptuali-
zation of the unit of analysis, we are able to stress the dynamic of the children’s
social situation (Bozhovich, 2009) as it evolves from the situation while
simultaneously being shaped by the person. Specifically, we discuss the every-
day concept of the child’s social situation across the activity settings that a
child participates in and actively contributes to so that we may draw out what
are the demands, motives, and values operating within particular activity
settings that contribute toward the child’s social situation of development.
Each child’s social situation in a family describes the child’s relation to

other persons and to the family practice. A child’s social situation is created
through his or her participation in the everyday activity setting in the family
practice. Each child experiences and contributes to these family practices
differently, as we saw previously in the same breakfast setting in which Kaisa
begins singing a kindergarten song, Emil knows it better and sings it more
competently. Lulu instead discusses singing more conceptually by being
curious about why the teacher continues to interrupt singing to go over
particular parts of a song. The family’s everyday life practice influences a
child’s activities andmotives. To conceptualize how this influence takes place,
one also has to conceptualize how children’s activities and motives at home
are interwoven with demands and possibilities that transcend the single
activity setting at home, and examine how an activity setting at home can
be influenced by other practices. In a family with school children, school
practice influences home practice, but in the different families, differences in
their home practice also give different conditions for children’s participation
in school practice (Tharp & Galimore, 1986; Moll et al., 1990; Heat, 1983;
Thorne, 2005; Willis, 1977).

central conceptual relations in a child’s
social situation

Institutional Practice and How It Creates Conditions for a Child’s

Social Situation in Different Activity Settings

Families usually share similar traditions for participating in particular
activities. In families who have school-age children, the practices usually
include a morning period where children are dressed, eat breakfast, and
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prepare for school; or practices in the afternoon setting, such as coming home
from school, where children eat afternoon snacks, play games, and/or watch
television. Traditions and values can shape how a person engages in activities
and interacts within specific activity settings such as the morning setting.
However, it is important to consider how home practice can also be seen as
part of amore elaborated account of the whole societal context (i.e., wholeness
approach) in which different institutional practices, such as children’s school
and parents’ work, create particular conditions for children’s family-based
activities (Hedegaard, 1999, 2009; Hedegaard & Fleer, 2008) such as doing
schoolwork at home.

Activity Settings in Families

Families who have school-age children have their activities structured by the
school’s starting time. The children have to be at the school on time, and
parents have to make sure that the children leave home for school in time.
Most families in Western traditions also ensure their children are fed before
they send them to school. They also make sure that children in their early
years of school are cared for after school, either by fetching them from school
and taking them home or through some form of after-school activity. The first
step in our content analyses of children’s activities in their everyday home
practice includes a focus on

I. Activity settings and how these are influenced by other practices
II. Children-initiated activities and demands
III. Parent demands
IV. How controversies and conflicts are solved

We now turn back to the example of Emil and Kaisa at the breakfast table and
analyze this activity setting in relation to these areas (I–IV).

Child-Initiated Activities and Conflicts at the Breakfast Table

The two youngest children, Emil and Kaisa, often follow up on the adults’
and siblings’ comments. This is noted when Emil and Kaisa both claim to be
the first to get up on the weekends, and when Kaisa responds to her
mother’s comments about the forecast for rain: she wonders how it can
rain in winter, showing the general expectation of snow in winter. The
quarrel that follows about who gets up first in the morning may indicate that
Emil and Kaisa are competing for the attention of both the observer and the
parents.
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