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The Routledge International Handbook of Young Children’s Thinking and Understanding

This ground-breaking handbook provides a much-needed, contemporary and authoritative reference text on young children’s thinking. The different perspectives represented in the 39 chapters contribute to a vibrant picture of young children, their ways of thinking and their efforts at understanding, constructing and navigating the world.

The Routledge International Handbook of Young Children’s Thinking and Understanding brings together commissioned pieces by a range of hand-picked influential, international authors from a variety of disciplines who share a high public profile for their specific developments in the theories of children’s thinking, learning and understanding.

The handbook is organised into four complementary parts:


	How can we think about young children’s thinking? Concepts and contexts

	Knowing about the brain and knowing about the mind

	Making sense of the world

	Documenting and developing children’s thinking.



Supported throughout with relevant research and case studies, this handbook is an international insight into the many ways there are to understand children and childhood paired with the knowledge that young children have a strong, vital and creative ability to think and to understand, and to create and contend with the world around them.

Sue Robson is Principal Lecturer and Subject Leader for Early Childhood Studies at Froebel College, University of Roehampton, UK.

Suzanne Flannery Quinn is Senior Lecturer in Early Childhood Studies at Froebel College, University of Roehampton, UK.
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Introduction
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The opportunity to look closely at young children’s thinking and understanding is a sheer pleasure and a privilege. This handbook brings together researchers, theorists and practitioners from around the world, in an effort to represent some facets of that pleasure, and to provide a picture of current ideas and understandings. The handbook reflects the multi-disciplinary, multi-professional nature of work with and for young children. Authors here span (and cross) many disciplines and fields of study. All of them have their own histories, traditions and conventions, reflected in different ways of writing and talking about young children, and often different views about how young children’s thinking develops and can be supported. The chapters collected here also represent a variety of different ways of thinking about thinking, reflecting the different interests and disciplines of the contributing authors. Some chapters report on research, others focus on reviews of extant literature, or engage in more theoretical analysis. In addition, the extent to which authors relate their ideas to how adults might support young children’s thinking varies. What each chapter has in common is a focus on young people, from birth onwards, to about eight years of age, the period of life generally seen as ‘early childhood’.

While there are some very distinct and different traditions represented here, there are also some important similarities that characterise the book as a whole, and these constitute a number of principal themes that run throughout the handbook. These include a view of children as both competent and skilful, a belief in the integrity of childhood as a time in its own right, and a sociocultural perspective on thinking that emphasises its development and display in social contexts.

First, and most importantly, is a view of young children as competent and skilful, with sophisticated capabilities as thinkers: ‘rich in potential, strong, powerful, competent’ (Malaguzzi, 1993: 10). While such a perspective may have its strongest roots in the sociology of childhood movement, much research (including that documented in this book) reflects a range of disciplinary perspectives that consider even the very youngest children as capable constructors and creators of and within the world around them. This world involves an interconnected ecology of social relations as well as a terrain of objects (both natural and human-made) and ideas which are manipulated and used by all those, children and adults, who inhabit and navigate it together. Given the variability of the terrain, and the complexity of thinking as a tool for both construction and navigation of the world, this text intentionally incorporates multiple disciplinary and cross-disciplinary perspectives, which are characteristic of the field of early childhood studies. Authors here present often different ways of thinking about children’s thinking and understanding, but each begins with the conviction, characteristic of the field as a whole, that young children have a strong, vital and creative ability to think and to understand, and to create and contend with the world around them.

Second, the work documented here reflects a view of the integrity of early childhood, as a time with its own rights and needs, rather than as merely a time of preparation for later life. Under the aegis of ‘a positive agenda for rights in early childhood’, the United Nations asserts that ‘children, including the very youngest children, (should) be respected as persons in their own right’ (United Nations, 2005: Section 5), and seen as social actors from the beginning of life. This rights-based perspective is based on the ethical stance that children are people who are young, and that being a young person is accorded with a sense of respect and understanding of youth. Such a perspective views children as neither objects of amusement, nor as (potential) social capital. The authors here put forward ideas about children’s thinking and understanding that foreground a respect for the experiences and abilities of young people who are creating and navigating the world now.

At the same time, we are mindful of Kalliala’s (2014) injunction that the idea of the child as ‘competent social actor’ should not be elevated to an ‘ideal’, if all it does is lead us to replace an old paradigm of the child as a ‘fragile novice’ (Sommer, 1999, cited in Kalliala, 2014: 4) with a new one, that of the child as resilient and unneedful. This leads us to the third theme: that is, that children’s development, and thus their thinking and understanding, occur within social contexts, in which all protagonists (children and adults) are interdependent, and dependent upon one another. This has a number of consequences. First, that much thinking, by both adults and children, is collective. Littleton and Mercer (2013) describe the process of thinking creatively and productively together as ‘interthinking’, which occurs, for Rogoff, in a process of ‘guided participation in social activity with companions who support and stretch children’s understanding of and skill in using the tools of a culture’ (Rogoff, 1990: vii).

Such ideas owe much to the sociocultural perspective outlined first by Vygotsky (1978) and built upon by many writers and researchers since. A second consequence is that different social and cultural contexts will engender different and diverse ways of developing, dependent upon what is needed and valued (and thought about) within those contexts. As (Hedegaard 2009) suggests, young children will be interacting with multiple cultural and social groups, experiencing continuously evolving cultural practices. A third consequence concerns the roles of adults, and the integral part they play in recognising, supporting and enabling children’s thinking in these varied contexts.

In collating this handbook, we have tried to organise all the chapters into a meaningful whole. Each chapter, of course, has its own merits, and can be read independently of any other. However, influenced by Bruner’s (1991) view of narrative as a sense-making act, we have attempted to create a series of narratives in the four parts here, with, we hope, chapters following one another in a way that enhances both understanding and enjoyment. Our choices are, though, our own, influenced by our own individual and collective thinking, and ways of making sense. They also changed often as the book progressed, and new chapters arrived, and each reader will create their own ‘combinatorial flexibility’ (Bruner et al., 1976), taking ideas and information from chapters and putting them together in many different ways.

The handbook is organised in four complementary parts. In Part I, ‘How can we think about young children’s thinking? Concepts and contexts’, the emphasis is on ideas and theories that we believe are fundamental to an understanding of the field. Reflecting the sociocultural theme of the handbook as a whole, chapters here look at children as social beings from birth onwards, and consider how they construct and negotiate the world as thinking beings with the tools of theorising, creativity, play, talking, questioning and wondering. This part also provides an opportunity to look afresh at some of the principal theorists, including Piaget and Vygotsky, and their continuing influence on theory, research and practice in the twenty-first century.

In Part II, ‘Knowing about the brain and knowing about the mind’, the emphasis is on both what babies and young children know about their own and others’ minds, as well as what adults know about them. Current interest in young children’s knowledge about the mind is reflected in very lively research agendas in all aspects. (Carlson 2011), for example, identifies a five-fold increase in journal articles about executive function in childhood over the past ten years. With this heightened interest, we are keenly aware of the caution that is needed as we explore children’s thinking. This section of the handbook includes contemporary thinking on a range of interconnected ideas that help us to gain a broader awareness of what is (possibly) happening when young people are thinking. The authors here recognise different ways of thinking, and take critical stances on issues which, in some instances, have become fragile discourses, such as ‘school readiness’ and the idea of ‘critical periods’.

In Part III, ‘Making sense of the world’, authors focus on young children’s efforts to make sense of their worlds, both in general, through the development of concepts and ‘working theories’ (Ministry of Education, New Zealand, 1996), and in some particular contexts, including astronomy, music and mathematics, technology, mark-making and narrative. Building on ideas first encountered in Part I, chapters here attest to the vital importance of play, particularly pretend play, and narrative of all kinds in supporting and extending young children’s thinking.

The final part of the handbook, ‘Documenting and developing children’s thinking’, considers some of the different ways in which we may potentially observe and document young children’s thinking and understanding, and on the roles of adults and more experienced peers in their support and development. Throughout the handbook, the importance of hearing young children’s own voices, and their thoughts about their experiences, has been emphasised. This theme, along with a number of others that run throughout the book, is returned to here. Authors provide crucial reminders of the agency and capability of young children, the significance of play and narrative, and of the interrelationships between children’s cognitive, social and emotional lives.

The different perspectives represented in the 39 chapters here contribute to a vibrant picture of young children, their ways of thinking and their efforts at understanding, constructing, and navigating their worlds. As befits an International Handbook such as this, authors come from around the world. We have tried to honour these different traditions and ways of writing about their work. Accordingly, the reader will find chapters that are structured very differently, as well as written in both ‘English’ and ‘American’ English. These multiple diversities contribute to the richness of the book. There are many ways to understand children and childhood (Dahlberg et al., 2007): we hope that the chapters here contribute to such understanding in readers.
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Introduction

This chapter presents the child as a creature born with the spirit of an inquisitive and creative human being, seeking understanding of what to do with body and mind in a world of invented possibilities. He or she is intuitively sociable, seeking affectionate relations with companions who are willing to share the pleasure and adventure of doing and knowing with ‘human sense’. Recent research traces signs of the child’s impulses and feelings from before birth, and follows their efforts to master experience through stages of self-creating in enjoyable and hopeful companionship. Sensitive timing of rhythms in action and playful invention show age-related advances of creative vitality as the body and brain grow. Much of shared meaning is understood and played with before a child can benefit from school instruction in a prescribed curriculum of the proper ways to use elaborate symbolic conventions. We begin with the theory of James Mark Baldwin, who observed that infants and young children are instinctive experimenters, repeating experience by imitating their own as well as others’ actions, accommodating to the resources of the shared world and assimilating new experiences as learned ideas for action. We develop a theory of the child’s contribution to cultural learning that may be used to guide practice in early education and care of children in their families and communities and in artificially planned and technically structured modern worlds of bewildering diversity.



Cycles in moving and learning of the human spirit

In 1894 Baldwin published his seminal thesis on psychological development of the infant. He studied the motor development of children to discover the origin of intelligence, and his attention was attracted to the repetition of actions, most obvious at first in limb movements of the young infant, but true of all the infant’s actions, including looking movements of the head and eyes, touching with the hands, and vocalising. He termed this tendency for moving and sensing to repeat itself the ‘circular reaction’:


the self-repeating or ‘circular’ reaction … is seen to be fundamental and to remain the same, as far as structure is concerned, for all motor activity whatever: the only difference between higher and lower function being, that in the higher, certain accumulated adaptations have in time so come to overlie the original reaction, that the conscious state which accompanies it seems to differ per se from the crude imitative consciousness in which it had its beginning.

(Baldwin, 1894, p. 23)



Baldwin claimed that the tendency for an action to be repeated expresses an invariant principle of organisation within human psychological development, which persists in behaviours at every degree of complexity. Baldwin’s circular reactions were the forerunner of Jean Piaget’s sensorimotor and cognitive ‘schemas’ (Piaget, 1962). Both conceived the developing mind as generated in embodied movement. Higher mental functions emerge as abstractions from earlier sensorimotor experience, and are therefore structured by the same principles. Repetition observed in early motor action in infancy, develops into repetition in complex and abstract cognitive thought process in later childhood and adult life. The invariant feature is the tendency for an act, in real movement or in thought, to repeat itself, and for the plan of successfully accomplished acts to be retained and developed through further repetition with variation.

The idea has become a core principle of preschool education theory, originating from the understanding of early childhood gained by the revolutionary educators Comenius, Pestalozzi and Froebel (Athey, 1990; Bruce, 2012). But attention only to object use is insufficient to understand the way a young child learns meanings in human company (Donaldson, 1978). A young child’s action is to be understood in the context of innate capacities for signalling intentions, feelings and experiences to communicate about a shared world, first with parents and family, and then with assistance from companions and teachers in an expanding community (Whalley et al., 2007). The circular reactions of intelligence must be expectant of experiences in relationships, with different degrees of intimacy and reliability.

Baldwin was aware that social collaboration in the making of shared meaning needs circular reactions between the intentions of individuals. He observed the growth of the young child’s self-awareness in engagement with other persons, and their readiness to learn from individuals by attending to the different purposes of their actions. He saw that the principles of repetition in action – ‘accommodation’ to new circumstances in awareness enabling creative novelty, and ‘assimilation’ of successful experience to guide further actions – also regulate and elaborate social habits. He was as interested in changing sociological theory as in advancing developmental psychology in a science of the ‘child and the race’. These ideas influenced George Herbert Mead’s sociological theory of the development of a social ‘Me’ (Mead, 1934) and Jerome Bruner’s psychological theory of development within ‘the culture of education’ (Bruner, 1996). We are built from the start to be attuned social creatures seeking engagement with initiatives and knowledge of other humans. That is how all our cultural habits and achievements are made (Trevarthen and Delafield-Butt, 2013; Trevarthen et al., 2014).



The innate rhythms of experience in the time of action

The existence of a ‘motor image’ formed in the mind, one that anticipates and organises bio-mechanical effects of moving, in the body and in engagement with objects, was firmly established in the 1920s by a young Russian neurophysiologist, Nikolai Bernstein (1967), who used examination of film to accurately trace the regulation of forces in the moving body of a tool-user, a runner, or a child learning to walk. He analysed how the many motor components of any body action are assembled by the dynamic motor image formed in the brain into a coherent, intended movement, which is highly efficient, wasting almost no energy. Bernstein noted that well-done movements are always rhythmic, smoothing out the irregular inertial forces they master through planned steps of time. This power of the brain to integrate its activities in coherent rhythmic patterns is recognised in the philosophy of phenomenology, which admits that motility and consciousness express the brain-generated ‘subjective’ time of intentional doing and thinking (Merleau-Ponty, 1962; Goodrich, 2010). We share an inborn sense of time, and this makes shared doing and thinking or shared meaning possible (Trevarthen and Delafield-Butt, 2013).



The developmental psychobiology of sensorimotor learning

Two lines of research in the last four decades have brought new evidence confirming the generative power of human motives and their timing in self-discovery, and in regulation of relationships.

Careful attention with the aid of film and video recording technology to the capacities and needs of newborns, including those born up to three months before term, has brought to light an intelligence that is expressive in human ways and highly sensitive to the pulse and qualities of human expression, and their tendency to compose narrations (Trevarthen, 2011a). Developments of sensorimotor intelligence in the first three months lead the infant to be a skilled performer in a ‘musicality’ of companionship with a willing partner (Malloch, 1999; Malloch and Trevarthen, 2009). In every human community babies three to four months old begin to enjoy participating in the rituals of traditional action games or baby songs (Trevarthen, 1999, 2006, 2008; Gratier and Trevarthen, 2008; Ekerdal and Merker, 2009) (see Figure 1.4 ).

Newborn infants less than a week old respond to the expressions of other persons and use the imitated actions to establish a dialogue of purposes and experiences (Nagy, 2011). However, in spite of controlled studies by Maratos, Meltzoff, Heimann and others that prove the infants can imitate, this is a highly controversial area of research, because the findings contradict long-held beliefs and rational arguments that an infant can have no intentional self that is conscious of an outside reality for weeks or months after birth, and no ability to perceive the actions of another person as like those of a self (Kugiumtzakis and Trevarthen, 2014).

Detailed study of videos of interactions with full-term and premature infants in the first days after birth shows a baby can focus attention and imitate movements of head, eyes, and mouth, with parts of their own body they cannot see, and even try to imitate simple sequences of vocal utterances (Figure 1.1). Emese Nagy with Peter Molnár (2004) made an important modification of the testing procedure by waiting for a few seconds after the newborn infant has imitated her, which evokes a repetition of the imitated act by the baby as a ‘provocation’ for a response from the adult. Concurrent recording of heart rate changes showed that while ‘imitation’ is associated with effort signalled by heartbeat acceleration, ‘provocation’ is accompanied by a slowing of the heart, indicative of focused attention for a response.
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Figure 1.1 A cycle of imitations of Mouth Opening with a female infant 20 minutes after birth. Recorded at a maternity hospital in Herakleion, Crete in 1983 by Giannis Kugiumutzakis for his PhD research at the University of Uppsala (Kugiumutzakis and Trevarthen, 2014). A (0 sec.) The researcher presents a wide open mouth for the first time to the attentive infant, focusing on his mouth, and with slightly closed eyes and pursed mouth. B (6.3 sec.) The researcher opens his mouth for the fourth time. The neonate continues to observe his mouth with evident interest. The right hand moves up. C (11.1 sec.) The researcher opens his mouth for the fifth time. The neonate imitates him once, synchronously while watching his mouth. The right hand closes. D (12.9 sec.) The infant imitates a second time, looking up at the researcher’s eyes as he waits. E (14.7 sec.) Both pause, waiting. The infant is still looking at his eyes. F (15.3 sec.) The infant makes a third large imitation while looking at the researcher’s mouth.

Imitations of a newborn infant are the product of nine months of development in brain and body. Research tracing the first stages of the conception of a human being reveals a time-regulated process of collaboration between living elements (Delafield-Butt and Trevarthen, 2013).

The human foetus at eight weeks has distinctive body form with adaptations of hands, hearing organs, eyes, mouth and vocal organs that show anticipation of a life in conversation (Trevarthen, 2001). At this stage the subcortical brain, that will be the integrator of intrinsic motives for sensory-motor functions of the whole, and for emotional appraisal of objects of action is forming in close relation to the systems that regulate hormonal functions of the vital self:


The first integrative pathways of the brain are in the core of the brain stem and midbrain, and the earliest whole body movements, though undifferentiated in their goals, are coherent and rhythmic in time. When sensory input develops, there is evidence, not just of reflex response to stimuli, but of the intrinsic generation of prospective control of more individuated actions, before the neocortex is functional. In the third trimester of gestation, when the cerebral neocortex is beginning formation of functional networks, movements show guidance by touch, by taste and by responses to the sounds of the mother’s voice, with learning.

(Delafield-Butt and Trevarthen, 2013, p. 205)



The origin of the mental life of a child is identified at this time, at 50 days’ gestational age, as the integrated neuromotor system enacts the first spontaneous circular reactions of the organism (Delafield-Butt and Gangopadhyay, 2013).

Movies made by ultrasound, which enable sight of the foetus alive in the mother’s body and the measurement of activities, confirm that from mid-gestation limb movements of the foetus are purposefully guided, anticipating sensory feedback, and experimenting with it. These self-regulating movements not only show differences of vitality that identify different foetuses as more or less animated personalities, even in ‘identical’ twins (Piontelli, 2010). They also reveal a special sensibility for the presence of an ‘other’, reaching and touching with special care towards a twin. Facial expressions show that the foetuses have emotions of pleasure in appreciation of ‘good’ tastes or physical sensations, and of anxiety or disgust for ‘bad’ experiences. Hearing develops in the last months and the mother’s distinctive voice is recognised by the newborn to identify her as a preferred partner. This helps the baby learn her face in the first days.



New brain science of shared intentions

Perceiving the intentions in others’ actions is now shown to be mediated directly by neural resonance, or ‘mirroring’ (Gallese et al., 1996), but the process is not an automatic reflection: it requires persons to receive and take up one another’s purposes. It demonstrates reciprocal inter-subjective and sympathetic engagement with mutual accommodation of actions and emotions (Ammaniti and Gallese, 2014). This is how experiences of the world can be assimilated into a common ‘human sense’ of meanings (Donaldson, 1978). Mutual learning by accommodation, and the playful assimilation of rhythmic game routines, are enacted in facial expressions and vocal utterances, and in the ‘vitality dynamics’ or ‘musicality’ of repetitive actions of the whole body (Malloch and Trevarthen, 2009; Stern, 2010; Trevarthen and Delafield-Butt, 2013).

Humberto Maturana has called the spontaneous need of a human organism to move in creative, expectant ways that express ideas of being in the world ‘languaging’ (Maturana et al., 1995). The reactions of a newborn to affectionate and playful attentions of a companion indicate that there is a specific readiness for languaging in movements that have the power to ‘make sense’ for others, without words. We can see this in a picture of a newborn engaging with attentive others with the emphasised expressions in attitude and gestures of an orator, or critic (Figure 1.2). The cerebral hemispheres develop complementary ways of taking care of inner life functions with the help of maternal care, and seeking adventures in discovery of the resources of an external world (Trevarthen, 2001; Trevarthen et al., 2006). This is shown by the ways a newborn baby’s hands move. Commonly the right hand projects outward ‘declarative’ gestures while the left is more directed to the body.
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Figure 1.2 A 4-day-old girl intently regards her grandmother, who is speaking to her, using an expressive body, with an attentive mouth and asymmetric hand gestures, ‘languaging’.



Emergence of learning in companionship

Infants are born at a fragile stage of life when the body is adapting to a new world and brain is growing rapidly (Nagy, 2011). They need support, protection and nourishment and are adapted to stimulate a mother’s care. A mother who is emotionally depressed, anxious and inattentive to her infant will have difficulty holding her baby’s attention, and the baby may be avoidant and even become depressed as well. Crucial help can come from others who offer care, and the baby will respond (Narvaez et al., 2012). We know that the quality of early care matters for future self-confidence and learning, and the infant has ways of expression that reinforces an affectionate personal relationship. In ‘bonds’ of mutual trust with favoured companions, shared repertoires of expressive tricks and exchanges of feeling are discovered that nourish the infant’s vitality and imagination (Stern, 1995, 2000; Trevarthen, 2009, 2012a, 2013a).

The intensity of interest and the delicacy of response of young babies to persons who speak to them reinforces an affectionate personal relationship, which has great importance in the baby’s wellbeing and mental development. In the ‘bond’ that develops between them, infant and favourite companion cultivate this shared repertoire of expressive tricks and exchanges of feeling.

Microanalysis of ordinary face-to-face play between parents and young babies confirms a precise timing in the way they address one another and reply. The infant stimulates an adult to use a gentle and questioning infant directed speech, ‘motherese’ or ‘baby talk’, that has a regular beat and characteristic expressions of mood in its changing intonation, rhythm, and in the accompaniment of movements of head, eyebrows, eyes, and hands. The infant listens and watches the affectionate and playful display intently, and then makes a reply – on the beat, with a smile, and with head and body movements, cooing, hand movements, and lip-and-tongue movements of pre-speech. The attempts at vocal expression are synchronised with delicate hand gestures, as in adult conversation. In collaboration with the parent, infants make rudimentary ‘utterances’ that form phrases of two or three seconds, and that are organised in narratives of expressed excitement with characteristic phases of ‘introduction’, ‘development’, ‘climax’, and ‘resolution’, typically lasting around 30 seconds. The enjoyment parent and child have in extended ‘protoconversations’ demonstrates a state of ‘primary intersubjectivity’ or dynamic interpersonal awareness that allows mutual regulation of feelings and motives (Trevarthen and Delafield-Butt, 2013) (Figure 1.3).


[image: ]
Figure 1.3 Proto conversations with a 6-week-old, showing mutual attention between infant and mother, the pitch plot of the narrative showing how the voices move in the octave above middle C (C4), and the verbal utterances of the mother. The infant’s vocalisations are enclosed in boxes (Malloch and Trevarthen, 2009; Trevarthen and Delafield-Butt, 2013).

Analysis of vocal exchanges in protoconversation by acoustic techniques shows that the timing, rhythms, pitch modulations and quality of sound expressions constitute a ‘communicative musicality’ (Malloch, 1999; Malloch and Trevarthen, 2009), and tests of young infants’ preferences and capacities to discriminate sounds show that they hear musical melodies, harmonies, rhythms, and accents, in both vocal and instrumental sound. These sensibilities are particularly adapted to hear the melody of emotions and states of animation in the human voice, especially the mother’s.



How games with mother lead to sharing of tasks, tools and words, artefacts of a ‘proto-habitus’

In 1974, Penelope Hubley, in PhD research at Edinburgh University, made an observation that led to new understanding of how shared understanding of using and naming objects begins. She was studying films of communication between an infant girl, Tracy, and her mother from three weeks after birth (Trevarthen and Hubley, 1978). She observed a first protoconversation at four weeks, and paid particular attention to the development of play from three months when the baby began to use her hands for grasping and manipulating objects. After five months games developed as her mother teased Tracy’s interests in entertaining ways. The teasing became reciprocated, Tracy acting in provocative uncompliant ways for fun. This is how infants get to know minds better (Reddy, 2008). They played ‘person-person’ games with one another’s movements, of face, hands and voice, then after seven months games were played with objects that the mother moved to attract Tracy’s interest and participation. Tracy practised ‘secondary circular reactions’, shaking and banging objects she was holding, and she watched when her mother joined the rhythmic game with her expressions. The object, or its use by Tracy to ‘move’ her mother, became a mediator in shared interest and action, animated by Tracy’s clear expressions of pleasure, puzzlement, etc.

As Tracy’s two-handed play developed, the games with her mother became more elaborate and protracted. Then, at 40 weeks, for the first time Tracy acknowledged her mother’s initiative in a new way, seeking to understand what new intention was offered. They began to share intentions in a task in what we called ‘secondary intersubjectivity’, person-person-object cooperation, and Tracy’s new willingness to become a partner greatly changed how her mother communicated. As they efficiently ‘worked’ in joint tasks, performing complimentary steps, her mother’s ‘directives’ by speech and gesture took over from playful ‘reactive’ imitations of sounds and actions.

Hubley followed this with a study of five girls, making films at two-week intervals when the infants were 34 to 54 weeks of age (Hubley and Trevarthen, 1979). All subjects changed in their willingness to follow directives of their mothers from 46 weeks and by the end of their first year were learning new purposeful acts from their mothers’ example, including some words. They were mastering Michael Halliday’s ‘proto-language’ of gesture and vocalisation (Halliday, 1979). We identified the infant as the motivator of the important development in companionship:


Our work leads us to suggest that at the end of the first year our subjects had become pupils by some positive genesis of an adaptive function essential to being human. They could then gain understanding not only through their own activity, but also from another person by imitating, and even more powerfully by the more complex tactics of cooperation that provoke assistance and instruction.

(Hubley and Trevarthen, 1979, p. 74)





The chart of changing motives for shared experience through infancy, and how toddlers make meaning in their world

Research on the development of communication with infants, which was recorded in three multi-disciplinary volumes in the 1970s (Schaffer, 1977; Lock, 1978; Bullowa, 1979), revealed stages by which innate capacities for action-with-awareness and communication are elaborated, from the subtle two-way imitations of expressions by newborns with mother and father to the acquisition of speech. We defined age-related changes in infants’ motives for learning by their own efforts and in communication with familiar companions and we found strong relationships between the ages of change and developments in the body and brain (Trevarthen, 2001; Trevarthen and Aitken, 2003). The most conspicuous changes were the development of protoconversations at two months (Figure 1.3), a period when the narratives of rhythmic action games and baby songs were enjoyed in months four to eight (Figure 1.4), and the change to cooperative use of objects and significant actions at nine months.
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Figure 1.4 English baby songs show the universal structure, with groups of four lines, making verses each of which is a narrative that lasts around 25 to 30 seconds. The rhythm is ‘iambic’ with alternating accented and unaccented syllables, and commonly there is rhyming of words at the ends of the lines. The infants attend and react in time with the song. Many songs are accompanied by ritual body games, and in ‘Clappa-clappa-handies’, and ‘Round-and-round-the-garden’ shown. ‘Rock-a-bye baby’ is a lullaby, sung slowly. The lines make up a four-part narrative (Trevarthen and Delafield-Butt, 2013).
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Figure 1.5 Age-related changes in the abilities of infants that prepare the way for language and learning of culturally significant skills.

After the 18 months of infancy, the body becomes very mobile and the toddler seeks wider social relations. Creativity within the experience of the repetitive act, discovering how, in communication, each repeated act is a newly created expression and will carry with it some degree of creative novelty or playfulness, is particularly strong in exuberant activities of young children, before school, and remains so for exceptionally creative adults (Bruce, 2001; Bateson and Martin, 2013; Trevarthen, 2014). In play, repetition in the interpersonal dialogic cycle promotes the generation of understanding and the creation of new meanings with sociocultural value, and these become part of an endlessly inventive tradition of storytelling (Bruner, 1990). Each new expression offered in exchange contains within it reference to the utterance that came before it, from the other person. Next it may be assimilated with all the associations, motivations, playful novelty, and intentional aspirations of the listener or watcher, who will reply by speaking or by doing a responsive action. Thus dialogue creates new meaning.

Two artists, a poet and a musician, praised the powers of sociable invention by young children. Both became investigative psychologists. The Russian poet and cultural activist Kornei Chukovsky, who became the most famous children’s poet in Russia, had discovered, when he listened to young children playing where he was writing, that between two and five years children are ‘linguistic geniuses’, inventive and sensitive to the poetic resources of their talk in play (Chukovsky, 1968). Professor of Musicology Jon-Roar Bj⊘rkvold, in his The Muse Within (1996), similarly reports discovering the inventiveness of ‘children’s musical culture’ when he studied material he had collected in Russia, the United States and Norway.

Baldwin’s principle of psychological development as circular repetition reminds us that creative novelty is present in every new act, and the rhythms, feelings, and interests in engagement with the world are adapted to be shared between persons. Successful and rewarding experiences are repeated with playful variation. Appreciation of the child’s contribution to the discovery of meaning by collaboration with companions in imitation supports a more generous, more creative, more enjoyable, and more fruitful, practice of education at all later stages (Whitehead, 1929; Malaguzzi, 1993; Bruner, 1996; Hurst, 1997; Donaldson, 1992; Rogoff, 2003; Trevarthen, 2011b, 2012b, 2013a, b). This practice must be more than childcare by staff occupied with protecting babies and toddlers while mothers are at work. It needs specially trained teachers who appreciate the changing abilities of young children for active learning in rich environments that favour creative collaboration with companions of all ages, who know that children respond to exploration with the natural world, who involve parents in their children’s learning, and who do not impose formal primary school instruction too early. Life-readiness is already rich before school-readiness is required.
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Introduction

The aim of this chapter is to contrast two strands of research on young children’s thinking and understanding. The first strand focuses on the forms of thinking that are considered valuable in the context of ‘educational play’, that is, play that is planned to support children’s learning and development in relation to curriculum goals. The second, and more substantial, focus is on the forms of thinking that children have to master in order to be in a state of play, that is, to act in and on the world from the perspective that ‘this is play’. Although these two strands have points of intersection, a critical distinction is that children’s thinking in play is not directed towards accomplishing or demonstrating adults’ purposes or curriculum goals, but is shaped by the ‘what if’ and ‘as if’ qualities that mark the essence, spirit and flow of their play.

This distinction between ‘educational’ and freely chosen play creates some of the tensions that exist regarding the ways in which play is constructed and enacted in early childhood settings. This is because the discourses of quality and effectiveness that circulate in national and international contexts tend to value the outcomes that are inscribed in policy frameworks and are expressed as curriculum-based knowledge or learning standards. Although it is frequently claimed that play is the natural, spontaneous and optimal way of learning for young children, the developmental and educational discourse has focused on proving the purposes that play serves for social, physical, cognitive and behavioural outcomes. In contrast, the purpose of this chapter is to argue that play enables children to think and act differently from the perspective of play. Freely chosen play, humour and playfulness enable children to demonstrate metacognitive and metacommunicative skills, but the spontaneous application of those skills is directed towards their intrinsically motivated activities and purposes.

The title of this chapter comes from an episode of play recorded by Cook (2003) in a nine-month study of four children, aged 4–5 years (two boys and two girls) in a Foundation Stage class in England. Alice, Lucy and Richard are playing in the role-play area, designed around the theme of ‘Hogwarts’ – the school for wizards in the Harry Potter stories by J.K. Rowling. They have access to a range of resources that reflect this theme (wands, books of spells, and ‘magic potions’ – bottles of coloured water), as well as the everyday home corner resources, such as kitchen equipment. One child is the dog ‘in his kennel’ and two more boys join them as dogs. SG denotes Small Group, Cb denotes boy, and Cg girl.


Alice: He’s in his kennel … Hey Lucy, he’s going to come out. Hey, come on dog, wake up.

Alice assigns roles: You’re Hermione and I’m Hermione’s mum, and Richard is Hermione’s dad.

I wonder why our dog has been so naughty.

(To two boys) You two play about and eat sweets as bones. I need a doll.

The boys play in role, hiding bones in the washing machine. Then Richard decides to join them as a dog, not as the dad, which gives rise to some renegotiation of roles

Lucy: Richard’s turned into a dog.

Alice–Lucy: But he can’t.

Richard–Alice and Lucy: I’m a doggy.

Alice–SG: No, turn him back to Hermione’s dad, we want somebody to marry.

Lucy–Cbs: Marry me marry me. Abracadabra. Make Richard turn into a boy.

The girls chase Richard around the role-play area, with Alice again in control

Alice–Lucy: Hey Lucy, there’s a big surprise for you. These wands will turn Richard into a grown up … I’ve got off his doggy hair.

Richard–Alice: I’ve put on real hair.

Alice–SG: He’s standing up like a real person.

The girls are getting really excited now and speak in much louder voices

Lucy–Alice: The spells aren’t working.

Alice–Lucy: I know, magic drink.

They pick up bottles of coloured water and pretend to mix a drink.



Alice is a skilled player who likes to get everyone organised, and knows the routines for developing the momentum of the play. Alice’s invitation, ‘I wonder why our dog has been so naughty’, enables her co-players to step into the flow of this episode, as she assigns the roles and events that will guide the action. Richard resists Alice’s invitation to be Hermione’s dad, which then provokes invocations of imagined power through spells, potions and incantations as she attempts to manage ambiguities and sustain the internal logic of the play.

Although the variability and unpredictability of young children’s play provide a significant challenge to identifying and analysing their thinking, this episode is an invitation to consider the complexities of play, and to conceptualise the distinctive characteristics of playful thinking and communication. The first section outlines the benefits and problems with ‘educational play’. The second section explores the nature of children’s thinking from the perspective of play. Three themes are explored in relation to international research evidence, namely metacognition, theory of mind, and the use of tools, signs and symbols.



Educational play

Contemporary research continues to be devoted to proving, or at least demonstrating, the role and purposes of play for young children’s learning and development. Claims are made for the all-round contribution that play makes to their physical, emotional, cognitive and social development, with cognitive neuroscience adding further support for its role in brain development and imagination (Brown, 2009; Oates et al., 2012). This research has been instrumental in justifying play within different pedagogical approaches and curriculum frameworks, as well as in training programmes for the early childhood workforce (Saracho, 2012; Zhu and Zhang, 2008). Detailed attention has been given to the forms of thinking and understanding (such as creativity, problem-solving, metacognition) that are evident in children’s play, and to subject-specific knowledge, notably in language and communication, literacy, mathematics and science (Smith, 2010).

Within the ‘play as education’ discourse, play can be used to accomplish specific learning objectives within early childhood curricula, and generic developmental goals. This discourse has a long history, and has drawn on an eclectic range of theories (Ross, 2013), which have been interpreted selectively and in different ways (Wood, 2013). Vygotsky’s theories (1978) have been particularly influential in this discourse from two perspectives. First, Vygotsky’s work has been interpreted pedagogically as supporting educative interactions between the learner and the ‘more knowledgeable other’ who is able to lead learners (and particularly young children) ahead of their development. Second, Vygotsky argued for the subject disciplines (such as literacy, numeracy, technology) as distinctive cultural ways of thinking, and of organising knowledge, skills and concepts. Enculturation into disciplined forms of knowledge provides children with the tools for learning, thinking, enquiring, making sense and constructing knowledge. Emergent literacy and numeracy, for example, are seen as important indicators of children’s cognitive development, as they progressively master signs and symbol systems. Play is a leading activity – that is, a developmental process, and a necessary transition from ‘informal’ to ‘formal’ learning which is characterised by the acquisition of scientific concepts (Fleer, 2010; Towsey and Macdonald, 
2009). From the perspective of educational play, how this transition is accomplished, and at what ages, varies according to different pedagogical approaches; the combination of adult- and child-initiated play (Gupta, 2009; Saracho, 2012; Wallerstedt and Pramling, 2012); and the extent to which the early childhood curriculum is framed around subject (content) knowledge, or generic developmental goals such as socialisation, communication, and emotional well-being.

In spite of a substantial international research base, play remains problematic in relation to pedagogy and practice (Bodrova, 2008; Wood, 2013). Within academically oriented pre-schools, the focus tends to be on preparing children for the formal routines, approaches to learning and ways of thinking that lay the foundations for later success in school. The research evidence remains inconclusive about what play leads to in terms of more disciplined and mature forms of thinking and understanding, and claims that children progressively learn abstract concepts through discovery, play and experiential learning are not substantiated (Aubrey and Durmaz, 2012; Smith, 2010). Young children do not learn to read, write and calculate as a result of spontaneous play activities, but play can provide opportunities for them to act competently as readers, writers, mathematicians, artists, designers, technologists, and to use and apply their knowledge in contexts that are purposeful, authentic and meaningful. Because of its variability and spontaneity, tracing causal relationships between play and learning remains problematic (Wallerstedt and Pramling, 2012). However, it is the constellation of activities within and around play that appear to be influential (Sutton-Smith, 2001), particularly in children’s social relationships, friendship patterns and symbolic activities.

Different approaches to early childhood education are outcomes of particular socio-cultural and political contexts, and the forms of thinking that are valued reflect wider values and beliefs about what early childhood education is for, the position of children in societies, and what knowledge and skills are considered vital to the workplaces of the future. Accordingly, the different pedagogical approaches that are evident in international policy frameworks have implications for the forms of thinking and understanding that are typically valued and promoted. For example, dispositions such as independence, autonomy, self-motivation, self-regulation and resilience continue to be identified as desirable characteristics of children’s learning in many early childhood policy frameworks (Wood, 2013). Self-regulation of behaviour is also a desirable goal, because ‘good’ behaviour is equated with the ability to learn (paying attention, sitting still, following classroom routines). These dispositions are likely to lead to the thinking skills that are also valued in formal education, notably the meta-level cognitive skills, which include planning, information-processing, problem-solving, evaluating, deliberate selection of strategies and skills to accomplish tasks or goals, and the ability to reflect on thought and action in ways that drive further learning. Positive dispositions for learning, metacognitive abilities and the achievement of defined outcomes are all considered to be indicators of the quality and effectiveness of pre-school education. This is another point of vulnerability, because interpreting play from the perspective of defined curriculum goals privileges educational ‘effectiveness’ and reduces complexity. When children are in a state of play, their thinking is both playful and playfully directed towards their goals and purposes. Therefore, alignment with an ‘educational’ agenda becomes problematic unless practitioners are highly skilled in understanding play. So what are the alternative ways of interpreting play from a more complex position?



The complexity of play

There are distinctive forms of thinking and understanding that children have to master in order to be in a state of play, that is, to act in and on the world from the perspective that ‘this is play’. Play activities provide opportunities for children to use and apply their knowledge and skills, and to demonstrate imaginative, humorous and playful forms of thinking through multi-modal interactions, symbolic activity, and behaviours. Their mastery of these forms of thinking and understanding is tuned to the service of different forms of play. Successful engagement in play requires a suspension of belief, and the ability to imagine, or see things differently from the perspective that ‘this is play’. Invention, imagination and pretence have their own cognitive characteristics, which mean that children at play utilise qualitatively different forms of thinking and understanding. Knowledge about the rules, rituals and practices embedded in different forms of play include learning how to gain entry, take on a role, develop momentum, collaborate, and leave the play. As the ‘Hogwarts’ episode indicates, participation can be dynamic, with subtle shifts, negotiations, and compromises as children manage to sustain the play, and their positions within the narrative.

Crucial to the development of play is the ability to make thinking visible and audible, through a range of communicative practices and semiotic devices. The success of play relies on the alignment of perspectives, and ongoing adjustments to those perspectives, for example through negotiating roles, developing the action, explaining the sequence of events, justifying actions, and making symbolic transformations (one thing stands for another). Joint attention, inter-subjective attunement, and out-loud thinking are all cognitive characteristics that determine the flow and success of the play, but at the same time place high cognitive demands on the players.

The ‘Hogwarts’ episode that opens this chapter demonstrates the importance of these cognitive characteristics, specifically how children need to align their thinking, knowledge, intentions, and understanding in play activities. Several intersecting themes have been evident in previous episodes: robbers and burglars stealing goods and money; firefighters being involved in rescue and recovery, accidents and dying; naughty dogs, monsters and sharks, and some competition between groups of boys and girls for space and control of the play (Wood and Cook, 2009). The children appear to be bringing different themes and perspectives to the play, and Alice’s efforts are directed towards inter-subjective attunement, This relies on the collective memorisation of play themes, and mixing in everyday knowledges, to support the processes of planning, managing and developing the play. Central to the complexity of play are children’s metacognitive and metacommunicative competences, their social competence, and the development of theory of mind abilities.



Metacognition and metacommunication in play

(Whitebread 2010) argues that there is compelling evidence for the significance of playful activities for children’s emotional well-being, their language development and their development of metacognitive and self-regulatory abilities, and that these developmental processes underpin academic achievement, creativity and problem-solving. Children’s play and self-initiated activities are significant for their progress from other- to self-regulation, a process that is supported by talking about their activities (with peers and adults), developing strategies to regulate their own (and others’) behaviour and developing awareness of their thinking and learning. ‘Out-loud’ thinking is integral to the complex and dynamic nature of play activities: children verbalise and make visible the shifts of direction, control and power, as they negotiate their own identities and positions. Through these processes, children express their identities, reveal how they exercise choice and agency, and how they develop relationships with others. The research of Whitebread and colleagues (Whitebread, 2010; Whitebread and O’Sullivan, 2012) and Robson (2010) indicates that these processes are evident in children’s play activities. Developed by Whitebread and colleagues, the Cambridge Independent Learning Framework (CIndLe) has evolved over several projects, and proposes three main areas of cognitive self-regulation:


	Metacognitive knowledge: the individual’s knowledge about personal, task and strategy variables affecting the cognitive performance.

	Metacognitive regulation: the cognitive processes that take place during activities, including planning, monitoring, control and evaluation.

	Emotional and motivational regulation: the ways in which learners monitor and control emotions and motivational states during tasks.



In a study of self-regulation and metacognition in young children’s play, Robson (2010) used qualitative methods of videotaping episodes of children’s play and audiotaping discussions of the children’s post-hoc Reflective Dialogues about those episodes. Robson’s study involved 12 children aged from 3.10 to 4.10 years, and the Reflective Dialogues took place between the children and their key person about the videotaped play activities (2010). The study found extensive evidence of metacognitive and self-regulatory behaviour in their activities and in the Reflective Dialogues, across similar categories to the CIndLe projects. A key issue in Robson’s study is that the success of play activities (especially role play and pretence) relies on children’s abilities to share their thinking in order to plan, manage and sustain the play, and, over time, to develop the complexity and challenge that is documented in ethnographic research (Alcock, 2010; Edmiston, 2008; Moore, 2010; Broadhead and Burt, 2012). However, thinking is not always ‘visible’ through verbal utterances or interactions, because much communication is embodied through gestures, signals and actions. As (Robson 2010) argues, the opportunity for children to engage in reflective dialogues makes visible what is implicit, or understood by the players. Robson’s study exemplifies contemporary shifts towards involving children as research participants in documenting and narrating their play lives, rather than relying on rating scales and measures that reflect adults’ categorisations of play skills and characteristics.

Focusing specifically on social pretend play, Whitebread and O’Sullivan (2012) review research that explores the role of metacommunication in supporting children’s developing ability to control their own cognition and behaviour, and for developing strategies which support other-regulation and co-regulation. This review incorporates verbal and non-verbal forms of metacommunication: children’s meanings and intentions are visual and embodied because actions, gestures and words are used to convey pretence (mental representations) and action. Whitebread and O’Sullivan propose that more complex forms of social pretend play place greater demands on children to co-ordinate their roles with other players and jointly plan and maintain their play (2012). These demands are evident when children assert and express themselves in ways that are qualitatively different from non-play situations, and involve skills that are associated with developing a theory of mind.

Research by Newton and Jenvey (2011) examined the links between the development of theory of mind (ToM) and play to the development of socially competent behaviour in children, notably the ability to understand the moods, emotions, intentions and perspectives of other people. The study used a mixed methods approach combining a range of ToM tests, interviews and rating scales with parents, and observations of children at play in classroom settings. The study highlighted the importance of social interaction during play in relation to social competence, and showed that children who engaged in more solitary than social play had poorer social skills and presented more behaviour problems. This is a complex area of research, but if we accept the point made by Whitebread and O’Sullivan (2012), that social pretend play places quite complex demands on young children, then developing ToM abilities would seem integral to their successful engagement and participation. Talking about their thinking and imagination, explaining roles, and determining sequences of action and interaction contribute to the internal logic as children ‘make sense’ and construct meaning in their play. Central to these processes is the support provided by cultural tools, and how these are used in the context of play.



Tools, signs and symbols in play

From a Vygotskian perspective, development is a gradual process of entry into human cultures through various means, including the mastery of language, tools and symbols, of interactions with people and with the surrounding culture (1978). However, the processes of ‘entry into’ and ‘mastery of’ are not one-way (that is, from adult to child, or expert to novice) but mediational, because these tools are used by individuals to drive their own learning and development and to influence how they act in and on the surrounding culture. As play becomes the leading activity in early childhood, children use cultural tools to enable them to analyse situations independently, to organise their own learning activity, to lead interactions with people (peers and adults), and to create or invent their own cultural practices. In play, specific (often imaginary) meanings are attached to signs and symbols and children have to pay close attention to the dynamic interactions in which those meanings are conveyed. Symbolic activities are multi-modal and embodied through gestures, facial expression, gaze, movement, voice change, all of which are evident in the ‘Hogwarts’ episode.

The signs and symbols that children use in their play serve particular functions and convey meanings that may be created at a meta-level. In the case of the ‘Hogwarts’ episode, the function and purposes of everyday resources were transformed and communicated. Alice’s instruction ‘You two play about and eat sweets as bones’ signifies that the ‘sweets’ in the role play area were now transformed into bones for the dogs. A second symbolic transformation, turning Richard from a dog into a boy, required the use of magic potions which signified Alice’s access to imagined power. This episode supports the claim by Whitebread and O’Sullivan (2012) that social pretend play activities place quite high demands on children’s social, cognitive and emotional capabilities.

The ‘meta’ qualities of children’s play are also expressed in multi-modal ways. Building on Hall’s study of children’s drawings (2010) Wood and Hall (2011) examined the role of drawings as spaces for intellectual play in which children were playing at drawing, playing in drawings and playing with drawings. The role of drawings in play was enhanced where they took on the metacommunicative status of symbolic tools and artefacts that mediate collaborative activities. By playing at, in and with their drawings children revealed the complex imaginative and meditational processes that underpin playful transformations of their social and cultural worlds, in which concepts of power, agency and identity are embedded. Play and drawing are mutually constitutive practices in which children draw on imagination and material culture to represent their everyday and imagined worlds.

Tools and symbols also enable children to manage the many ambiguities and paradoxes of play. As they learn how to play by the rules, and learn how to subvert or change the rules for different purposes, play provides the means by which children think differently about the meaning and purposes of rules within the framework of approved behaviours and institutional order, and how they can manage resistance. They also have to learn the complex skills of negotiating the rules within play events, and situating themselves accordingly. From the perspective ‘this is play’ it becomes possible to think, act and behave in ways that appear to disrupt institutional order but make sense and meaning in the context of the play. For example, in a small-scale study of children aged 3–4 in a pre-school setting, Wood (2014) documents a range of devices that children use for creating imagined power, such as taking on adult and superhero roles, using magic spells, potions and incantations. The process of making their own rules in play and disrupting institutional rules often involves issues of power, identity, status which can be played out through different subjectivities. Thus play becomes a space of relationality, aesthetics and fluidity as children constantly adjust their perspectives and meanings over time. These adjustments take place ‘in the moment’, and, as demonstrated by Alice and her co-players, communicative activity is both playful and serious as they take up their positions and act out their roles. Being able to think differently from the perspective of play therefore involves multiple layers of complexity, and fluid orchestration of thinking, feeling, and performing. The distinctive qualities of play therefore support distinctive ways of thinking.



Porous borders – play as a liminal space

It would be erroneous to emphasise ‘mind’ as the driver for children’s play motivations and abilities. Drawing on Vygotskian theories, Holzman (2009) argues that play creates unity of affect and cognition, of mind and personality, which enables children to become contributing members of communities, culture and society. Much of children’s activity is refracted through their emotional experience and not only via the executive skills that characterise metacognition and metacommunication. Furthermore, play creates emotional ‘hyperventilation’ because of the exaggeration of emotional states such as fear, bravery, sorrow, excitement, happiness. The liminality of play means that children occupy a threshold or space in which the ‘what if’ and ‘as if’ qualities of play determine their performance and actions. The borders of play are porous: imagination is the pivot between reality and unreality, sense and nonsense, seriousness and playfulness, risk and safety. Temporal porosity includes movement between past-present-future, and spatial porosity includes the transformation of physical space and artefacts into imagined spaces and places. These may be delineated by boundaries, buildings, natural features of the landscape, and by children’s creativity and imagination (Moore, 2010). In playful meaning-making practices, children transform meanings and use these in different ways and for different purposes, but always from the perspective that ‘this is play’.



Play is transformative and consummatory

(Henricks 2010) argues that the qualities of play are transformative and consummatory, both of which enable children to think differently from the perspective of play. For Henricks, play activities are transformative because they represent the efforts of people to assert themselves against the elements of the world, to alter those elements, and in doing so learn about the nature of reality and about their own powers to operate in those settings. Playful forms of thinking include transforming their relationship to themselves and to the people around them, and constructing their identities (and different ways of understanding those identities). Play involves pushing boundaries, for example through deep play, adventurous play, edge work, dizzy play, and risky play. The ‘boundaries’ may by temporal, physical, social, personal or institutional, for example breaking or challenging rules that are imposed by adults.

Play is consummatory because, as Henricks argues, the players operate inside the boundaries of space and time that mark the play occasion; they are preoccupied with the quality of their experience, and the goals that lie within the event, and they are fulfilled or completed within the boundaries of the event (Henricks, 2010). Returning to the tensions between ‘educational’ and free play, in pre-school settings young children are expected to exercise levels of agency, control, autonomy and independence that are not typical (or allowed) in other areas of their lives, which again places certain demands on their thinking and actions, such as solving problems, managing behaviour and regulating emotions. Here we have a significant paradox of play: pre-school and school settings are major sites for the socialisation of children, where ‘everyday life … is tightly regulated by rules, routines and pre-defined activities in time and place, and by adults’/practitioners’ authority’ (Markström, 2010, p. 305). So, play is expected to accomplish some of the socialisation work of early childhood, but within spaces that are arguably more high-risk. The risk comes from the uncertainties of what will happen (or indeed whether anything will happen), which depends on establishing inter-subjectivity and alignment, and the extent to which children can manage the ambiguities of play.

Play is deeply connected to the different cultural repertoires that children bring from their homes and communities, including popular culture, TV and film characters, and everyday family events (Hedges, 2011; Marsh and Bishop, 2014). These influences are evident in their own play cultures, and the different ways in which they represent their knowledge and experiences. Children do things in play that they have not been taught explicitly by adults, and thereby learn what knowledge, skills and dispositions are relevant to managing and sustaining play. Play enables children to use and apply everyday knowledge in multi-modal and multi-dimensional ways, and it is here that they reveal the emerging connections, threads or assemblages that characterise development in their thinking and understanding. Drawing on Vygotskian theories to connect working theories, popular culture and funds of knowledge, Hedges (2011, 2014) has documented children’s interests as a foundation for curriculum and pedagogy. Working theories occur in children’s thinking and sense-making as they attempt to make connections between areas of experience, knowledge and understanding, and may subsequently form the links between everyday and scientific knowledge. As children create their own collective repertoires of knowledge and action, based on the development of themes over time, play offers different ways of constructing and performing identities, and positioning themselves in relation to different discourses and expectations. This requires that children develop the skills of self-understanding as well as metacognition, and the ways in which identities are understood as relational and not just individual.



Conclusions

Although the dominant educational discourse about the value of play has its own place, the challenge for research is to sustain a more complex understanding of the meanings that play holds for children. Ethnographic and interpretive methodologies have proved particularly effective for studying play and providing a means of understanding children’s explanations for their thinking and actions. These methodological orientations allow detailed documentation of the creative ways in which children manipulate the tools and symbols of their cultures, and think creatively and imaginatively with these tools.

From the perspective of educational play, the question still remains whether play and self-initiated activities can or should enable children to learn generic thinking skills, or whether subject-specific skills should be taught intentionally through adult-led activities. It is typically the role of teachers to make thinking visible through pedagogical routines and practices, and as a means of checking that children have acquired the forms of knowledge and understanding that are validated in specific domains and curriculum frameworks. This is not to dichotomise or reinforce play/not play, or play/work boundaries, because imagination and pretence are the currencies of children’s play lives, supported by their funds of knowledge. Children have the capacity to internalise knowledge and events that are of importance to them, and to represent their thinking in play activities, through fragments and working theories that may gradually connect to more coherent frameworks. A key distinction is that the forms of thinking and understanding that are evident in children’s play activities may have profound significance for their development, but not in ways that align neatly or temporally with educational constructions of ‘progress’ and ‘achievement’. Playful forms of thinking are shaped by the imaginative potential that enables (indeed requires) children to think differently from the perspective that ‘this is play’. Therefore it can be argued that play is a domain in its own right in that children need specific play knowledge of how to perform roles, tasks and identities from those unique perspectives. Children’s motivations to play are focused on becoming a more skilled player, developing play repertoires, and engaging in more complex forms of play. The ability to think differently from the perspective of play remains an important dimension of human development beyond childhood.



References


	Alcock, S. (2010) Young children’s playfully complex communication: Distributed imagination. European Early Childhood Education Research Journal, 18(2), 215–28. doi: 10.1080/13502931003784404.

	Aubrey, C. and Durmaz, D. (2012) Policy-to-practice contexts for early childhood mathematics in England. International Journal of Early Years Education, 20(1), 59–77. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09669760.2012.664475.

	Bodrova, E. (2008) Make-believe play versus academic skills: A Vygotskian approach to today’s dilemma of early childhood education. European Early Childhood Education Research Journal, 16(3), 357–69.

	Broadhead, P. and Burt, A. (2012) Understanding Young Children’s Learning Through Play: Building Playful Pedagogies. Abingdon: Routledge.

	Brown, S. (2009) Play: How it Shapes the Brain, Opens the Imagination, and Invigorates the Soul. New York: Avery.

	Cook, J. S. (2003) Progression and continuity in role play in the Foundation Stage. Unpublished MEd thesis, University of Exeter, UK.

	Edmiston, B. (2008) Forming Ethical Identities in Early Childhood Play. Abingdon: Routledge.

	Fleer, M. (2010) Early Learning and Development: Cultural-historical Concepts in Play. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

	Gupta, A. (2009) Vygotskian perspectives on using dramatic play to enhance children’s development and balance creativity with structure in the early childhood classroom. Early Child Development and Care, 179(8), 1041–54.

	Hall, E. (2010) The communicative potential of young children’s drawings. Unpublished PhD thesis, University of Exeter, UK.

	Hedges, H. (2011) Rethinking SpongeBob and Ninja Turtles: Popular culture as funds of knowledge for curriculum co-construction. Australasian Journal of Early Childhood, 36(1), 25–9.

	Hedges, H. (2014) Young children’s ‘working theories’: Building and connecting understandings. Journal of Early Childhood Research, 12, 35–49.

	Henricks, T. S. (2010) Play as ascending meaning revisited: Four types of assertive play. In E. E. Nwokah (ed.) Play as Engagement and Communication, Play and Culture Studies, Vol. 10 (pp. 189–216). Lanham, MD: University Press of America.

	Holzman, L. (2009) Vygotsky at Work and Play. East Sussex: Routledge.

	Markström, A. (2010) Talking about children’s resistance to the institutional order and teachers in preschool. Journal of Early Childhood Research, 8(3), 303–14.

	Marsh, J. and Bishop, J. (2014) Play, Media and Commercial Culture from the 1950s to the Present Day. Milton Keynes. McGrawHill/Open University Press.

	Moore, D. (2010) ‘Only children can make secret places’: Children’s secret business of place. Unpublished MEd thesis, Monash University, Victoria, Australia.

	Newton, E. and Jenvey, V. (2011) Play and theory of mind: Associations with social competence in young children. Early Child Development and Care, 181(6), 761–73.

	Oates, J., Karmiloff-Smith, A. and Taylor, M. H. (2012) Developing Brains, Early Childhood in Focus, 7. Milton Keynes: Open University Press (wwbernardvanleer.org).

	Robson, S. (2010) Self-regulation and metacognition in young children’s self-initiated play and reflective dialogue. International Journal of Early Years Education, 18(3), 221–41.

	Ross, D. (2013) Ambiguity and possibility: Cognitive and educational grounds for play. International Journal of Play, 2(1), 22–31.

	Saracho, O. (2012) An Integrated Play-based Curriculum for Young Children. New York: Routledge.

	Smith, P. K. (2010). Children and Play. Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell.

	Sutton-Smith, B. (2001). The Ambiguity of Play, 2nd edn. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

	Towsey, P. M. and Macdonald, C. A. (2009) Wolves in sheep’s clothing and other Vygotskian constructs. Mind, Culture, and Activity, 16(3), 234–62. doi: 10.1080/10749030802596306.

	Vygotsky, L. S. (1978) Mind in Society (trans. and ed. M. Cole V. John-Steiner S. Scribner E. Souberman). Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

	Wallerstedt, C. and Pramling, N. (2012) Learning to play in a goal-directed practice. Early Years: An International Journal of Research and Development, 32(1), 5–15. doi.org/10.1080/09575146.2011.593028.

	Whitebread, D. (2010) Play, metacognition and self-regulation. In P. Broadhead J. Howard E. Wood (eds) Play and Learning in the Early Years: From Research to Practice (pp. 161–76). London: Sage.

	Whitebread, D. and O’Sullivan, L. (2012) Preschool children’s social pretend play: Supporting the development of metacommunication, metacognition and self-regulation. International Journal of Play, 1(2), 197–213.

	Wood, E. (2013) Play, Learning and the Early Childhood Curriculum, 3rd edn. London: Sage.

	Wood, E. (2014) Free choice and free play in early childhood education: Troubling the discourse. International Journal of Early Years Education, 22:1, 4–18. doi: 10.1080/09669760.2013.830562.

	Wood, E. and Cook, J. (2009) Gendered discourses and practices in role play activities: A case study of young children in the English Foundation Stage. Educational and Child Psychology, 26(2), 19–30.

	Wood, E. and Hall, E. (2011) Drawings as spaces for intellectual play. International Journal of Early Years Education, 19(3–4), 267–81. doi: 10.1080/09669760.2011.642253.

	Zhu, J. and Zhang, J. (2008) Contemporary trends and developments in early childhood education in China. Early Years, 28(2), 173–82.





OEBPS/toc.xhtml


The Routledge International Handbook of Young Children's Thinking and Understanding





Table of Contents





		Cover Page



		Halftitle Page



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Table Of Contents



		Figures and tables



		Notes on contributors



		Acknowledgements



		Introduction



		Part I How can we think about young children’s thinking? Concepts and contexts



		1 The infant’s creative vitality, in projects of self-discovery and shared meaning: how they anticipate school, and make it fruitful



		2 ‘I wonder why our dog has been so naughty?’ Thinking differently from the perspective of play



		3 How play creates the zone of proximal development



		4 Developing implicit social cognition in early childhood: methods, phenomena, prospects



		5 The organisation of memory and thought: where the boundaries of now meet the boundaries of me



		6 The development of children’s causal explanations



		7 Development of the use of agents as explanations for events



		8 The clinical interview: the child as a partner in conversations versus the child as an object of research



		9 Young children’s narrative abilities: links to syntax comprehension and reading



		10 Cross-language syntactic priming in bilingual children









		Part II Knowing about the brain and knowing about the mind



		11 The development of children’s understanding of social interaction



		12 Executive functions and school readiness: identifying multiple pathways for school success



		13 Children’s private speech



		14 The development of theory of mind and its role in social development in early childhood



		15 Mind-mindedness: forms, features and implications for infant-toddler pedagogy



		16 Metacognitive experiences: taking account of feelings in early years education



		17 Making learning visible: the role of language in the development of metacognition and self-regulation in young children



		18 Language impairment within the autism spectrum: causes and consequences



		19 Embodied cognition in children: developing mental representations for action



		20 Sensitive periods









		Part III Making sense of the world



		21 Babies, boys, boats and beyond: children’s working theories in the early years



		22 Developing an understanding of elementary astronomy: is the truth in the eye of the beholder?



		23 Shared understanding among preschoolers



		24 Pretend play and its integrative role in young children’s thinking



		25 Narrative thinking: implications for Black children’s social cognition



		26 Recognising ‘the sacred spark of wonder’: scribbling and related talk as evidence of how young children’s thinking may be identified



		27 Musical thinking in the early years



		28 Developing young children’s mathematical thinking and understanding



		29 Young children thinking and learning with and about digital technologies



		30 Technological design and children’s perspectives









		Part IV Documenting and developing children’s thinking



		31 The development of learning power: a new perspective on child development and early education



		32 Thinking within the wellbeing wheel



		33 How young children think and learn through exploring schemas



		34 The role of sustained shared thinking, play and metacognition in young children’s learning



		35 Possibility thinking: from what is to what might be



		36 Whose activity is it? The role of child- and adult-initiated activity in young children’s creative thinking



		37 Young children drawing: providing a supportive environment



		38 Already equal and able to speak: practising philosophical enquiry with young children



		39 What preschool is like: children’s interviews, photographs, and picture selections from two different contexts









		Index











Book Landmarks





		Cover Page



		Halftitle Page



		Frontother Page



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Table Of Contents



		Start of Body













Pagelist





		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		ix



		x



		xi



		xii



		xiii



		xiv



		xv



		xvi



		xvii



		xviii



		xix



		xx



		xxi



		xxii



		xxiii



		xxiv



		xxv



		xxvi



		xxvii



		xxviii



		xxix



		xxx



		xxxi



		xxxii



		xxxiii



		xxxiv



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30







































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































OEBPS/images/fig1_2.jpg





OEBPS/images/fig1_3.jpg
Pitch
G

INTRODUCTION

DEVELOPMENT

CLIMAX

RESOLUTION

o

T

OUI‘I‘ITIO>UJQUFI'I'HO>WOUITI'"
qQ TI

=
o -1 ] ?
m— 4
g '} = e
®
12 3 4[5]6]7 8 9 10 [I1]12 13 [14[15]16 17
3 1 1 ] 1 1
T T T T T
0.00 5.00 10.00 15.00 20.00 25.00
TIME IN SECONDS
INTRODUCTION DEVELOPMENT CLIMAX RESOLUTION
1 Come on 7 Oh yes! 10 Tell me some 15 Ch ch
2 Again 8 Is that right? more then With INFANT
3 Come on then 9 Well tell me 11 INFANT 11 Ahgoo
4 That’s clever some more then | 12 Ooorrh 17 Goo
5 INFANT 13 Come on
6 INFANT 14 Chchchch

With INFANT






OEBPS/images/fig1_4.jpg
Rock a bye baby ‘When the wind When the bough Down will come

on the tree top lows, reaks, aby,
the cradiewill  the cradle wil cradle and all.
rock fall
- °3
cs ; T
T i
T ==,
G e == =
— - ' - Tw:ji
- = o
c4 e a
= =]
7 ! 5 '
t !
G t 1
2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16 18 20 22 24 26 28

Seconds

Clappa, clappa handies

. ‘e Ce e
Mommy’s al the well,
Daddy s away lo Hammon

To buy wee Emma a bell

Round and round the gar-den
Ran the ted-dy bear,
One step. two step,

And a tickly un-der there.






OEBPS/images/fig1_5.jpg
FRIMARY
INTERSUBJECTIVITY

oe

* FERSUN-FERSUN ¢ FERSUN-FERSUN
GAMES

* SHOWING OFF

-OBJECT GAMES  STRANGER FEAR
MANIPULATIVE PLAY

* SECONDAKY
INTERSUBJECTIVITY

3 6 ° 12 15 18 MONTH
Key developmental changes
Behaviour and motor activities Communication

A (3): |Regulations of sleep, feeding and Imitation of expressions. Smiles to voice.

breathing. Innate ‘pre-reaching’.

B (5): |Pre-reaching declines. Swipes and grabs. | Fixates eyes with smiling. Proto-
conversations. Mouth and tongue
imitations. Distressed by ‘still-face’ test.

C (12): | Smooth visual tracking, with strong head | ‘Person-person’ games, mirror recognition.

support. Reaching and catching.

D (16): | Interest in surroundings increases. Imitation of clapping and pointing.

Accurate reach and grasp. ‘Person-person-object” games.
Binocular stereopsis.
Manipulative play with objects.
E (32): | Babbling. Persistent manipulation, Playful, self-aware imitating.
rhythmic banging of objects. Crawling Showing off.
and sitting, pulling up to stand. ‘Stranger fear’.
F (42): | Combines objects, ‘executive thinking’. | Declarations with ‘joint attention’.
Categorises experiences. Walking. Protolanguage. Clowning.
G (60): | Self-feeding with hand. Mimesis of purposeful actions, uses ‘tools’

and cultural learning. Imitates first words.





OEBPS/images/coverpage.jpg
The Routledge Intermational
Handbook of Young Children’s
Thinking and Understanding

Edited by Sue Robson and Suzanne Flannery Quinn





OEBPS/images/logo.gif
E Routledge

Taylor & Francis Group

L ONDON AND NEW YORK





OEBPS/images/fig1_1.jpg





