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Abstract
Communities in play:
Young children’s perspectives on relationships, values and roles
The overall aim of the thesis is to gain knowledge of young children’s
perspectives on their communities in play in preschool. To accomplish this,
four studies were conducted, each of them focusing on children’s
perspectives on issues of importance for the creation of play communities
with peers as well as their encounters with the educators and the
researcher. The research was conducted with children aged one to three
years, in two units in one preschool in Iceland. The first study focused on
how the children communicated and expressed their desire to play with
their peers. The second study centred upon children’s communication and
expression of lived values, as well as their experiences according to their
own and others’ behaviours, actions and meanings. The third study
explored the meaning that children put into involving the educators into
their play. The fourth study dealt with methodological challenges during the
research process.
The study is placed within the discourse of childhood studies and early
childhood education and care (ECEC), where children are considered as
active and competent with the ability to express their views and meanings
(Clark & Moss, 2005; United Nations Convention on Children’s Rights,
1989). The research is inspired by phenomenological theories with the
notion that children communicate and express their meanings with bodily
expressions, and through their interactions, they learn about themselves
and others (Merleau-Ponty, 1945, 1962), and play is considered a complex
phenomenon that has its origins in the movements of the body (Bujtendijk,
1933; see Åm, 1989; Hangaard Rasmussen, 1996).
The phenomenological approach is grounded within the paradigm of
qualitative research. Data were constructed with observations by video
recordings and field notes written during the research process. The
fieldwork stretched over five month’s period in the year 2009. Children’s
play sessions in the morning were chosen for data construction.
Hermeneutics was used as the main approach to interpretation in order to
understand children‘s experiences from their perspectives (Bengtson, 2013;
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Gadamer, 2004). Additionally, the organisation and analysis of the data
were inspired by thematic research analyses described by Braun and Clarke
(2006).
The findings indicate that, in the eyes of the children, the communities
in play were both desirable and challenging encounters. The centrality of
the body was a predominant factor in children’s meaning-making. The
communication and expression was built upon intersubjective processes
including the peers and the adults in the play sessions. Three key themes
where contrasting perspectives appeared were identified across the four
studies. Children’s communities of play provided an arena for the following
themes: (a) relationships versus rejection; (b) commitment versus unequal
power relations; and (c) closeness versus distance. Creating relationships
was highly valuated among the children. This was a challenging task in
which ambiguity in children’s interactions emerged. Children might appear
as competent in creating relationships, yet at the same time vulnerable
when their intentions were rejected or overlooked. Children’s communities
were comprised of commitments regarding individual and collective values
involving children’s rights and concern for others. Unequial power relations
appeared as a part of children’s communities when rights and prioritised
values were confronted. In the eyes of the children, the educators were
part of their communities, and they appealed for their support in various
play situations. The educators’ closeness or distance towards children’s
subjective worlds in play influenced the children’s possibilities of having
their voices heard. The phenomenological approach used in the study
required the researcher to come close to the children’s experiences,
perceptions and understandings of their own life-worlds. Thus, the
centrality of my body as a researcher, and closeness, as well as the distance
to the children’s life-worlds, became an important issue during the research
process.
One of the conclusions drawn from the research is that it is not enough
to explore curriculum documents, ambiguous policy papers on educational
goals or the preschool educators’ views on children’s interaction in play.
Children’s perspectives on their lived experiences in their communities in
play in preschool have to emerge and be considered an important part of
the discourse in ECEC.
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Ágrip
Samfélag í leik: Sjónarhorn ungra leikskólabarna
á tengsl, gildi og hlutverk
Meginmarkmið doktorsrannsóknarinnar er afla þekkingar á sjónarhorni
leikskólabarna á samfélag sitt eins og það kemur fram í leik. Rannsóknin var
í fjórum hlutum þar sem sjónum var beint að mikilvægum þáttum tengdum
samfélagi barna í leik. Þátttakendur voru eins til þriggja ára börn á tveimur
deildum í einum leikskóla. Í fyrsta hluta rannsóknarinnar var kannað hvernig
börnin leituðu eftir samskiptum við félaga sína í leik. Annar hluti fjallaði um
tjáningu barnanna á gildum og hvernig þau leystu átök sem áttu sér stað í
leiknum. Þriðji hlutinn beindist að því að skoða skilning barnanna á hlutverki
starfsmanna í leik þeirra. Fjórði hluti rannsóknarinnar snerist um
aðferðafræðilegar áskoranir í rannsóknarferlinu.
Rannsóknin fellur undir hugmyndir innan menntunarfræði ungra barna
þar sem virkni og hæfni barna til að tjá sjónarmið sín eru í brennidepli (Clark
& Moss, 2005; Samningur Sameinuðu þjóðanna um réttindi barnsins, 1989).
Byggt er kenningum innan fyrirbærafræði þar sem lögð er áhersla á að börn
skapi merkingu með líkamlegri tjáningu, og í samskiptum læra þau um sig
sjálf og aðra (Merleau-Ponty, 1945/1962). Leikur barna er flókið fyrirbæri
sem rekja má til hreyfingar líkamans (Bujtendijk, 1933, sjá, Åm, 1989;
Hanggard Rasmussen, 1996).
Fyrirbærafræðileg nálgun heyrir undir eigindlegar rannsóknaraðferðir.
Gagna var aflað árið 2009 í leikstundum barnanna inni í leikskólanum.
Myndbandsupptökur voru megin rannsóknaraðferðin en auk þess voru
vettvangsnótur ritaðar í rannsóknarferlinu. Í rannsókninni var leitast við að
nálgast reynslu barnanna, skynjun og skilning á þeirra eigin lífheimi sem
kallaði á að ég sem rannskandi væri nærri börnunum í leikstundunum.
Þannig varð nánd sem og fjarlægð við lífheim barnanna mikilvægur þáttur
rannsóknarferlisins. Við greiningu gagna var túlkunarfræði (e.
hermeneutics) notuð til þess að skilja reynslu barnanna út frá sjónarhorni
þeirra. Auk þess var þemagreiningu beitt í skipulagningu og greiningu gagna
(Braun og Clarke, 2006).
Niðurstöður rannsóknarinnar benda til þess að í augum barnanna var
þátttaka í leik mikilvæg en gat jafnframt verið erfið áskorun. Þegar börnin
sköpuðu merkingu í leik var líkamleg tjáning þungamiðja samskiptanna. Þrjú
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lykilþemu, sem fólu í sér andstæð sjónarhorn, birtust í samskiptum
barnanna. Samfélag barnanna í leik var vettvangur fyrir: (a) tengsl og
höfnun, (b) skuldbindingu eða ójöfn valdatengsl, (c) nálægð og fjarlægð. Að
skapa tengsl við aðra var mikils metið meðal barnanna en gat jafnframt
verið erfið áskorun þar sem margræðni í samskiptum kom í ljós. Börnin
sýndu hæfni í að tjá sjónarmið sín en samtímis birtist hjálparleysi þegar
fyrirætlunum þeirra var hafnað. Samfélag barnanna byggðist á
skuldbindingu varðandi einstaklingsbundin og sameiginleg gildi sem fólu í
sér réttindi barna og að láta sig aðra varða. Einning birtust mismunandi
valdatengsl í samskiptunum barnanna þegar réttur og viðurkennd gildi
innan hópsins voru dregin í efa. Í augum barnanna voru hinir fullorðnu hluti
af samfélagi þeirra sem þau leituðu til við mismunandi kringumstæður.
Viðbrögð og þátttaka starfsmanna í leik barna sem byggðist annars vegar á
tilfinningalegri nálægð eða tilfinningalegri fjarlægð gagnvart sjónarhorni
barna hafði áhrif á möguleika barnanna til þátttöku í leik.
Það eru margir þættir, félagslegir, uppeldislegir og menningarlegir sem
hafa áhrif á líf ungra barna og fjölskyldur þeirra. Í umræðu um hlutverk og
þróun leikskóla í samfélaginu er ekki nægilegt að skoða metnaðarfull
opinber gögn um menntunarleg markmið eða kanna viðhorf
leikskólakennara til samskipta barna í leik. Sjónarhorn barna á daglegt líf
sitt í leikskóla og reynsla þeirra er mikilvæg viðbót og framlag til
umræðunnar.
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1 Introduction
This research is a phenomenological childhood study where the aim is to
deepen the understanding of young children’s perspectives of their
communities in play in the preschool. The specific focus is on issues of
importance for the children in creating play communities, that is, the
communication and relationships with peers, the educators and the
researcher. The thesis consists of four studies (articles I-IV), a
comprehensive summary and reflections. The studies were conducted with
children aged one to three years, in two units in one preschool in Iceland.
In the last decade, preschools in Iceland have faced various challenges
that correspond with changes in Western societies, where childrearing and
education have gradually moved from homes to institutions. Children
attend preschool at a younger age than ever before, and the Nordic
countries have been at the forefront of this development (Eydal &
Rostagaard, 2010; Kampmann, 2004). A review of the OECD countries on
transitions and access to education shows that, on average, 25% of children
under three years of age spend time in supported and regulated child care
services (UNICEF, 2008). In Iceland, children from two to five years of age
typically spend seven to eight hours a day in preschools, and 35% of
children under two years of age are already in preschools (Statistics Iceland,
2014a). As a consequence, young children participate and learn in bigger
groups of peers than in earlier decades.
Internationally, interpretive research with the youngest children in
preschool is a rather new research field, although interest has been growing
extensively in recent years. Research with children under three years of age
has most often been conducted within the field of psychology (Woodhead
& Faulkner, 2000) and centred upon universal factors in children‘s
development and behaviour (Berthelsen, 2010; Elkind, 1997). Much of the
research with young children within early childhood education and care
(ECEC) has focused on the relationships between young children and adults
in order to enhance practice (Berthelsen, 2010; Rayna & Laevers, 2011).
Albon (2011) argues that children’s vulnerability in postmodern writings
with very young children has not been emphasised enough, and there is
little published research regarding young children’s perspectives on
curriculum and pedagogy (Bitou & Waller, 2011). Furthermore, reviews of
educational research on children under three years of age in four of the
13
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Nordic countries—Denmark, Norway, Finland and Sweden—indicate that
knowledge in this research area is increasing, but still, there is need for
further knowledge concerning interaction and relationships among the
youngest preschool children (Broström & Hansen, 2010; Greve & Solheim,
2010; Hännikänen, 2010; Johansson & Emilson, 2010). Nationally, there are
no studies that focus on the youngest children’s views of their communities
in play in Icelandic preschools. Hence, more knowledge is needed regarding
how young children communicate and express their perspectives and about
the complexity of their communities in play in preschool.
The study is placed within the discourse of childhood studies, where
children are considered as active and competent with the ability and rights
to express their views and meanings (Clark & Moss, 2005; United Nations
Convention on Children’s Rights, 1989). The foundation of the study is the
notion that children communicate and express their meanings with bodily
expressions, and through their interactions, they learn about themselves
and others (Merleau-Ponty, 1962). Children’s play is considered a complex
phenomenon that has its origins in the movements of the body (Åm, 1989;
Bujtendijk, 1933; Hangaard Rasmussen, 1996).
The phenomenological approach used in the study required the
researcher to come close to children’s experiences, perceptions and
understandings of their own life-worlds (Johansson, 2011b), and the
participation in children’s everyday activities demands listening attentively
to children’s voices (Clark, 2005). The focus in the study is on the child as a
subject in his or her own world; in other words, the children’s
phenomenology. Through the researcher’s own “child perspective”, the
attempt is to understand and interpret children’s experiences and
intentional acts and statements (Sommer, Pramling Samuelsson &
Hundeide, 2010, p. 22-23). The fact that I am a former preschool teacher,
and currently a preschool teacher educator as well as a researcher in the
field of ECEC, shapes my understanding of children’s perspectives. Hence,
my view of children influences what and how children’s experiences are
presented in the research. Despite variations in theoretical definitions,
functions, approaches and roles, play has been an inseparable part of ECEC
for a long time (Dockett, Lillemyr & Perry, 2013), and considered to be
inspired both by children’s own intentions and motivations in the
surrounding environment (Clark, 2010). Thus, play is belived to be as part of
being a child and influences the image of the child (Sandberg & Vuorinen,
2010). The child is attracted by the environment, and though active
engagement with it he/she creates meaning and context. Through complex
communications using the body, children express their own perspectives
14
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and intentions and respond to others’ perspectives. Children’s relationships
with peers and the environment are formed through their play. Thus,
children’s actions in play are considered to be acts of meaning which can
provide important information about children’s perspectives, offering
adults the possibility to acquire insights and understand children’s
experiences, as they appear for the children.
In this research, I investigate young children’s experiences within play
sessions in the preschool from the children’s own perspectives. I explore
children’s perspectives in acting towards each other as well as their
encounters with educators and the researcher during their play. I discuss
how the children communicate and express their meaning and the
influences of their actions for their interaction in play. Furthermore, I
discuss the methodology used in the study with a special emphasis on the
relationships between the researcher and the children.
The research participants are children and their educators in two units in
one preschool. The children in one of the units were 14 months to two-anda-half years of age, and in the other unit, children were from two-and-afour-months-old to three-years and nine-months old. In the thesis I will use
the term young children instead of the word toddler, which is often used
and refers to children aged one to three years.
Data were constructed with observations by video recordings.
Additionally, field notes were written during the research process. In the
study, the children were in the forefront and the educators were in the
background of the observations.

1.1 Structure and research question
The thesis consist of seven chapters. In Chapter 2, Icelandic Context, I
outline the background of preschool in Iceland, its place in the educational
system, the ideological roots, and address shortly the complex discourse
regarding the preschool role in society. In Chapter 3, Theoretical
Framework, I discuss the main concepts of the theories that were applied
during the research process and in the interpretation of the data. In
Chapter 4, Previous Research, I give an overview of studies in preschool that
are connected to my study. Chapter 5, Methodology, discusses the research
components, the research design, perspectives and ethical considerations.
Chapter 6, Overview of Findings, summarizes the main findings of my
research, which consists of four research articles presented at the end of
the synopsis (see p. 119). The integrated findings of all the studies are also
discussed. In Chapter 7, Discussion, I engage with the overall research

15

Communities in play - Hrönn Pálmadóttir

question: In order to create communities during play sessions, what do
young children in one Icelandic preschool find important, and how do they
communicate and express their perspectives? This question guided my
research project as well as the questions that were put forward in the four
articles, which were used with the intention of exploring the issue from
different angles

1.2 Description of the four studies
In the first study, The Youngest Preschool Children: Communities in Play, the
aim is to shed light on young children’s perspectives on their social
interactions in play sessions in preschool. The data were constructed with
the youngest children in one of the units (one and two years old). Young
children’s play and playful actions have traditionally been connected to
stages in children’s motor development, rather than as meaningful
interaction and play (Hangaard Rasmussen, 1996; Løkken, 2009). This
notion is problematized in this study. This study can be considered as a
basis for the whole research project, as the insights gained regarding
children’s relationships and positions in the group encouraged me to evolve
the research project further. Thus, I wanted to explore children’s
communication and expression in two different age combinations—on the
one hand, children from one to two years of age, and on the other hand,
two to three years of age. The focus in this study is on children’s
perspectives on their communities in play and how they communicate and
express their desire to play with their peers.
In the second study, young children’s communication and expression of
values during play sessions in preschool are inspired by the findings of the
first study, which showed that children’s play were complex phenomena
where their competence and vulnerability appeared. The focus in this study
is on the values that the children prioritise in order to create and be a part
of a community during the play sessions. In this study, the data were
constructed with the children in both of the units. In spite of increased
international interest, there is still a lack of studies with the endeavour to
capture children’s communication of lived values (Einarsdóttir, Purola,
Johansson, Broström & Emilson, 2014). This study’s focus is on children’s
communication of lived values and their experiences according to their own
and others’ behaviours, actions and meanings. What values do the children
prioritise in their interactions? What value conflicts occur, and how do the
children resolve these conflicts?
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In the third study, Young Children’s Views of the Role of Preschool
Educators, the data are constructed with the children in both of the units
(one to two years old and two to three years old). Internationally, few
studies have examined children’s perspectives on the role that educators
occupy in children’s play. Nordic studies reveal a common pedagogical
approach in which educators remain in the background observing the
children, ‘waiting to see’ if assistance is needed and keeping the children
occupied (Einarsdottir, 2014a; Kyrönlampi-Kylmänen & Määttä, 2011;
Pramling Samuelsson & Johansson, 2009). Listening and responding to
children’s perspectives is therefore an important dimension and
contribution in childhood research. Furthermore, the Icelandic national
curriculum guidelines emphasise the educator’s role in offering space and
support for children’s actions and interests, as well as interacting with
children through play (Ministry of Culture and Education, 2011). The
intention of the study is to explore the meaning that children put into
involving educators in their play and to determine whether or not the
children experience the educators’ actions as a resource for their play.
The fourth study is titled Video Observations of Children’s Perspectives of
Their Lived Experiences: Challenges in the Relationship between the
Researcher and the Children. In this study, the data construction is from
both of the units. The focus is on encounters between the researcher and
the children during the research process. The intention is to explore the
challenges that occur in their interaction. Video recordings are increasingly
used to create knowledge in studies with children, but limited studies have
been conducted with a focus on the relationship between the children and
the researcher. In research, the construction of the child is influenced by
the theoretical perspective, including the methodology, methods and
philosophy underpinning the study (Dockett, Einarsdottir & Perry, 2011;
Løkken, 2009; Rhedding-Jones, 2005; Veresov, 2014). Thus, the
methodological approach in the study requires critical reflections on how
the video representations give insight into the relationships between the
researcher and the children and how the children’s perspectives are
presented in the study.
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2 The Icelandic context
The purpose of this chapter is to outline the background of preschools in
Iceland, their place in the educational system and their ideological roots. I
will also give a brief account of Icelandic studies connected to children’s
experiences of preschool. I consider these important in the context of my
research, where the endeavour is to capture young children’s perspectives
on issues that influence their communities in preschool. Equality, social
justice and politics are inseparable from the history and discourse of
preschool; they are connected to providing children with a place outside
the home to ensure their welfare, the rights of both parents to participate
in the labour market, or celebrating children’s rights and the inclusion of all
children in preschool.

2.1 The background of preschool
In 1924, the Women’s Alliance in Iceland (is. Bandalag kvenna) established a
child care organisation (is. Barnavinafélagið Sumargjöf) aimed at promoting
public debate and work in order to nurture children’s welfare. During the
following decades, the organisation took the initiative of establishing fulltime child daycare programs for priority groups, such as children from poor
or single-parent homes. In 1940, they established a new part-time program
called playschool that all children could attend. In 1973, the state
undertook financial responsibility for the playschools, and both programs
were integrated under the Ministry of Education. Thus, the care and
education of children prior to compulsory school was no longer considered
a social policy and resource for priority groups. As a consequence, earlychildhood programs, whether they were full or part time, became a part of
the nation’s educational policy (Einarsdottir, 2006a, 2010).
In an historical and curricular context, the child at the centre have
characterised arguments for preschools in Iceland, as in the other Nordic
countries, and an emphasis has been placed on meeting the individual
needs of each child. The concept of a “good childhood” is considered to
reflect a mutual perspective of official policy and daily practice for all
children outside the home, including ideas about democracy, equality,
freedom, independence and solidarity (Einarsdottir, 2006a; Eydal &
Rostgaard, 2010; Wagner & Einarsdottir, 2006). According to Einarsdottir
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(2006a), this ideology is based upon a “romantic view” of children’s
freedom and a perspective that children should learn through their
experiences in play without much interference by adults.
The first pedagogical plan (is. Uppeldisáætlun fyrir dagvistarheimili) for
the development of daycare centres was presented in 1985, where
professional responsibility and the role of the institutions was formulated.
The plan was revised, and a second edition was published in 1993. The
name “playschool” (is. leikskóli) was utilized for both programs, and
described a child-centred program where children were supposed to learn
through play with peers (Jónasson, 2006). The label playschool is still in use,
but I choose to use the word “preschool”, as the meaning of its function is
more in harmony than “playschool” with the English-speaking world.
Although preschool in Iceland was originally an institution established as a
resource to ensure children’s welfare, the educational value of preschools
for all children emerged early. This is evident, for example, in the placement
of preschools under the Ministry of Education from the beginning and in
the part-time programs for all children, which later became full-time
preschool programs.
In 1994, preschool was officially defined as the first level of education,
and thus, integrated into the Icelandic educational system (Lög um leikskóla
nr. 78/1994). The New Curriculum Guidelines for Preschool were published
in 1999 (Ministry of Education, 1999). The curriculum was based on an
earlier pedagogical plan and emphasised children’s experiences and
learning through play. However, there were several notable changes. For
instance, the concept of ‘curriculum’ was a new concept in the preschool
context, and there was less discussion about the youngest children and the
concept of care than in the earlier pedagogical plan. The word “learning”
occurred more frequently, and now—for the first time—an emphasis was
placed on continuity in the children’s transition between preschool and
primary school. Evaluation of preschool work was also stressed. One can
ask whether the changes in the curriculum reflect, to some degree, the
academic push, or “schoolification”, into the preschool level, as have been
internationally pointed out (Einarsdóttir, 2004; Haug, 2013; Kaga, Bennett
& Moss, 2010).
The New National Curriculum Guidelines for all three levels of education
– preschool, compulsory school and upper secondary school – were
published in 2011. At all three levels, the emphasis is on flexibility and
continuity in the educational system in regard to both content and working
methods. Six fundamental pillars were put forward for all school levels:
literacy, sustainability, health and welfare, democracy and human rights,
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equality, and creativity. Competence is defined as more than knowledge
and skills; it includes moral values according to children’s ages and
maturity. The subject areas of the preschool program are to be integrated
into play and everyday activities. Through active participation in play,
children are expected to learn to be democratic citizens (Ministry of
Education, Science, and Culture, 2011). However, the tendency of
considering children’s play as taken for granted as a pleasurable activity is
now questioned in the curriculum, and it is pointed out that play is a
complex phenomenon involving pleasure and happiness in addition to
being a power struggle. In the new curriculum, there is an increased
emphasis on the preschool as a learning community that involves children,
educators and parents. Consequently, the curriculum reflects the
commitment of the United Nations on Children’s Rights (1989) as well as
contemporary ideas within early childhood education, childhood sociology
and psychology, where the child is considered an active participant with the
right to make decisions that influence his or her life within school and
society (Dalberg, Moss, & Pence, 1999; Gulløv, 1999; Qvortrup, 2004;
Walsh, 2005).
Children’s perspectives regarding preschool experiences have not been
considered in many Icelandic studies. In a study by Hreinsdóttir (2012) with
four- and five-year-old children in two preschools, the children were asked
about their influences on the pedagogical work. Some of the children
experienced little influence and were not allowed to decide much about
their lives. In studies by Einarsdottir (2006b, 2011b), five- and six-year-old
children reflected on their experiences in preschool and their transitions to
primary school. The participating children expressed different perspectives,
and the findings demonstrated the importance of listening to children’s
perspectives on their preschool experiences. In a study by Pálmadóttir and
Bjarnadóttir (2012) conducted with one- and two-year-old children in two
preschools in Iceland, the aim was to understand their interaction in play
from children’s perspectives. The findings reveal that children’s movement
and the use of toys, as well as an educator’s closeness to children’s
perspectives, were important requisites for their social interaction and
creation of meaning.
Despite changes in the curriculum and an increased emphasis on
children’s rights to influence their lives, children seem to lack opportunities
to position themselves in the preschool. Thus, it is important to utilize
appropriate research methods to approach children’s perspectives and
gather further knowledge of how young children experience the
possibilities of creating their communities in play with their peers.
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2.1.1 Current challenges
Changes in Icelandic society—which include an increasing number of
families of foreign origin, younger children attending preschool, and the
ideology of inclusion celebrating the diversity in the group of children—are
challenging. These changes call for reflections regarding pedagogical
practice in order to encourage the participation of all children and their
families.
In a rather brief time in Iceland, the number of children attending
preschools has increased significantly, and the combinations of the groups
have also changed. At the end of 2013, more than 83% of children aged one
to five years’ old attended preschools, a percentage that has never been
higher. Children with foreign nationalities now account for 5.8% of all
children attending preschools. In addition, the majority of children spend
seven hours or more each day in preschool, which is longer than ever
before (Statistics Iceland, 2014b).
The preschool law (Lög um leikskóla nr. 90/2008) does not stipulate a
specific age for children’s transition to preschool. In Reykjavik and the
capital region, where over 64% of Iceland’s population lives, the official
policy is that the transition to preschool occurs when children are 18 to 24
months old. If children have been diagnosed with disabilities or severe
developmental disorders, their parents can apply for an earlier preschool
start (Reykjavíkurborg, Skóla- & frístundasvið, 2015). It is obvious that there
is a gap between parental leave, which is nine months, and preschool
transition. However, most parents return to work after the parental leave
period, and therefore use the official family daycare system for their
children.
Recently, politicians have been focusing on the possibility of providing
preschool places following parental leave. A proposal was presented in
parliament in 2013 to change the law on rights to parental leave. The
changes aim to extend the leave in stages from 9 to 12 months by the year
2016 (Lög um breytingu á lögum nr. 95/2000, um fæðingar-& foreldraorlof,
með síðari breytingum). Subsequently, the Minister of Education, Science
and Culture assigned a consultative group to evaluate the benefits of
offering places for children to attend preschool following parental leave and
stressed the participation of representatives from the municipalities. The
group was expected to analyse professional demands and perspectives,
finances connected to staff, and the physical environment in relation to an
increased number of children from ages one to three years old in
preschools (Nefndarálit með breytingatillögu um tillögu til þingsályktunar,
22

The Icelandic context

um leikskóla að loknu fæðingarorlofi nr. 143, 2013-2014). In a report from
the group that was published in August 2015 it was suggested that the local
authorities should aim for all children being offered preschool at the age of
12 months. If this is to happen, it was pointed out that an effort is needed
to increase the number of preschool teachers. Furthermore, the substantial
cost for the municipalities was discussed in the report and it was suggested
that it would be feasible that the changes occurred in stages, starting with
offering children preschool at the age of 18 months (Mennta- og
menningamálaráðuneyti, 2015). However, the gap between parental leave
which is nine months and the start of preschool would still be a reality
which would require either lengthening the parental leave or “filling the
gap” by family day care. Hence, there are important and challenging tasks
that still needs to be addressed both on the political as well as the
pedagogical level.
The education and training of educators in preschool closely coincides
with the history of ECEC. Since 1973, the required education was a threeyear college program of theoretical and practical studies. In 1997, the
college merged with the Iceland University of Education, leading to a
bachelor’s degree. Then in 2008, the University of Education and the
University of Iceland were merged; now, the School of Education is part of
the university, with a five-year teacher education programme leading to a
master’s degree (Einarsdottir, 2011a). Throughout the years, there has
been a constant need for more preschool educators, and this remains a
serious challenge, especially in connection with the increasing number of
children and the length of their preschool days. According to Icelandic law
(Lög um leikskóla nr. 90/2008), at least two-thirds of the positions in each
preschool must be filled by preschool educators. However, the reality is
that at the end of 2013, approximately 37% of preschools had preschool
educators (Statistics Iceland, 2014c). The Icelandic context of preschools
provides a unique example for its placement from the start within the
educational system as well as an official pedagogical plan that was already
presented in the mid-80s. However, there are also some issues that are part
of an international trend, such as the emergence of care and education,
which results in concern regarding the academic push into preschool
education.

2.2 Summary
The discourse on preschool and preschool education is various where
complex interests crystallise. The emphases and concepts in the official
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curriculum guidelines are influenced by the ethos of the current time.
Currently, there seems to be an interest in Icelandic society to open up, to a
greater extent, preschool to children under two years of age. The
arguments in the parliamentary resolution are that these changes are
important in order to achieve the welfare and educational goals of the
society (Tillaga til þingsályktunar nr. 142, 2013). Furthermore, in the
National Curriculum Guidelines (Ministry of Education, Science and Culture,
2011), the role of the preschool as a foundational and sustainable part of a
democratic society is emphasised. It is obvious that there are controversial
and complex issues involved in the transition of young children from home
to preschool or family day-care, which is, nowadays, the reality for most
children and their families. The studies that have been implemented to
capture preschool children’s perspectives in Iceland point to the
importance of focusing on issues that create premises for children’s
experiences and rights to influence their everyday lives in preschool.
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3 Theoretical framework
In this chapter I will introduce basic concepts of the theories that lay the
foundation for the research project. My stance and beliefs towards the
reality that I intend to investigate and how it is understood are influenced
by theories which shape the perspective, research questions, approach and
interpretation of the data; therefore, the research is not value-free.
This chapter is divided into eight sections to demonstrate how I use
different theories and concepts in relation to the children’s perspectives.
Fundamental concepts in the theory of the life-world developed by the
French phenomenologist Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1945/1962) will be
addressed and discussed in relation to the Dutch phenomenologist Frederik
J. J. Buytendijk’s (1933) definition of the concept of play (see; Åm, 1989;
Hangaard Rasmussen; 1996).

3.1 Introduction
The study is ontologically inspired by theories developed by two
phenomenologists that emphasise the human bodily existence in the world.
The focus is on how human beings experience and understand various
phenomena and create meaning through the moving body. Ontology is an
assumption about the nature of social entities and phenomena, concerning
what are seen as meaningful components of the social world (Hammersley,
2014; Lichtman, 2013; Mason, 2002). Concequintly, it involves how I view
children and guides my understanding of children’s perspectives. MerleauPonty (1945/1962) has often been portrayed as the philosopher of the
body. In his life-world theory the intertwined relationship between human
being and the world is described, where the body is considered as a base
for thoughts and words.
The theory of Buytendijk (1933, see, Åm, 1989; Hangaard Rasmussen)
about the nature and meaning of play has a close connection to MerleauPonty’s (1962) ideas of the importance of the body in encountering in the
world. Both theories position the child as an active body subject who uses
the body to experience the world and make meaning in light of the
experiences (Åm, 1989; Johansson, 2011b). Young children’s play and
playful actions are characterised by a centrality of the body, where children
communicate and express their intentions and perspectives regarding their
own and others’ actions (Åm, 1989; Løkken, 2009). These theories
harmonise well with my intention of focusing on young children’s
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communication and expression of their perspectives in play sessions in
preschool. Children’s play can provide important information about
children’s perspectives, leading to the possibility to acquire insights and
understand children’s making of meaning during their interactions.

3.2 Theory of the life-world
The life-world concept has developed from the phenomenological tradition,
in which the interest is to describe human experiences. According to
Merleau-Ponty (1962) the theory of the life-world describes the intertwined
but ambiguous relationship between the human being and the
environment. The life-world is ambiguous, and the traditional division of
conceptual duos like subject-object, inside-outside, and soul-body are
broken up (Hangaard Rasmussen, 1996). The life-world is lived and
experienced by human beings and at the same time it exists without us. We
are born into a world and the world is there when we leave. The life-world
is the world we direct ourselves towards, and at the same time it is inside
us. The child is viewed as a perceiving subject from the beginning and is
directed to creating relationships with the world (Johansson, 1999;
Merleau-Ponty, 1962). According to the theory, we as human beings are
born into a social world that we share with others. It is through the
perception of the lived body that children show their intentions and the
most direct experiences occur (Merleau-Ponty, 1962; Løkken, 2009). The
life-world is a world where nature, community, culture and the child comes
together and symbolises the meaningful context, which helps people to
understand and interpret the world around (Johansson, 1999). Hence,
communication is more than one of the operations of the human beings: it
is a basis for the existence and development of a person.
The life-world theory of Merleau-Ponty (1962) focuses on the lived
experiences of the individual in the encounters with the environment, and
it offers a holistic view on children’s communication and expression. Thus,
it provides me with opportunities to understand children’s lived
experiences and perspectives as well as the complexity of their life-worlds.
In the context of my research, the concept of relationship involves the
connection between the child and other people; between the child as a
body subject and the life-world. Children’s actions in play include the
meaningful contexts that children create together. Thus, children’s
relationships with peers and the environment are formed through their
play. Knowing this helps me to better understand children’s experiences, as
they appear for the children. However, Merleau-Ponty (1962) also points to
the difficulties of understanding others, and there are always things that we
can never understand.
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Some concepts from the two phenomenological theories, MerleauPonty (1962), and Buytendijk (1933), are important in the study. The
concepts that will be outlined here are; lived body, lived experiences,
intersubjectivity, ambiguity, movement and play. I regard these concepts as
a basis for my understanding of children’s actions and as such guiding my
perspective in the study rather than being an analytical tools.

3.2.1 Lived body-lived experiences
In Merleau-Ponty’s (1962) theory, the concept lived body describes the
foundation for the existence of the child. The body is experienced as a
whole, both as an object and as a subject at the same time. The lived body
is described as one’s own body as experienced by oneself as oneself
(Merlau-Ponty, 1962). According to the theory the body is central for
children’s communication, and children’s lived experiences appear bodily in
all situations. Through bodily expression the child’s intentions and
perspectives become visible. The movements of the body provide the child
with new perspectives and therefore new experiences and meaning.
In preschool the child is engaged with his or her physical and social
environment and in the process of understanding the lived experiences
(Johansson, 1999; Løkken, 2009). Thus, preschool is a part of children’s lifeworlds, interwoven with their actions and provides children with dynamic
interaction. The concept of the lived body has been beneficial in the study
in focusing on children’s communication. It is a key concept when focusing
on children‘s expression of their intentions towards the peers.
Communication is about expressing and experiencing meaning and appears
in both verbal and non-verbal forms. Communication is intersubjective, and
is always directed to the other. The context of the communication creates
conditions for responses of others’, and as such influences children´s
interactions. Children’s communication can be understood and experienced
differently by others, and thus interpreted and responded to in multiple
ways. My bodily presence as a researcher, attempting to gain knowledge, is
also central, and hence a part of children’s life-worlds.

3.2.2 Intersubjectivity
In the theory of Merleau-Ponty (1962) the concept intersubjectivity is used
to describe the fundamental capacity of the human being to participate in
the world of others. From the beginning of life people experience and give
meaning to the world around them. Intersubjectivity has also been
highlighted in other theories as a foundation for understanding others’
intentions (Bruner, 1990; Stern, 2003). According to Merleau-Ponty (1962)
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the human life is intersubjective, and the creation of meaning is considered
a consequence of where individuals suggest their own interpretation of the
world. As Bengtson stated (2013a, p. 50), “Intersubjectivity lives in the
tension between the otherness and the sameness of individual human
beings.”
Children encounter each other‘s worlds where mutual recognition can
take place or be rejected. In the process of intersubjectivity the actions are
based on values and conventions which become visible in the interaction
between the children (Johansson, 1999, 2011b). Thus, communication is a
precondition for participating in each other’s worlds and to creating
communities. Although children’s actions are considered meaningful, and
directed towards a goal, it does not mean that children actions are
necessarily planned. According to Merleau-Ponty (1962), new meanings
develop in the interactions as children create meaning in light of the former
experiences. This can lead to new ways of acting, and the actions might
become practice, as knowledge is internalised through the body.
Løkken (2000a, 2009, p. 35) refers to the phenomenology of MerleauPonty (1962), and discusses how the child can be viewed and understood
within several levels of appearance. One of the levels is transcendental
subjectivity, which in this context is intersubjectivity. A child’s
intersubjectivity involves the body subject that is in the process of
encountering the world, and the responses towards encountering others,
which also appear as body subjects. Intersubjectivity is therefore an
important part of the process that occurs in interaction between body
subjects when creating their communities in the play sessions in preschool.
Hence, the concept of intersubjectivity is one of the fundamental concepts
that directs my understanding of children’s communication and expression
in the context of play.

3.2.3 Ambiguity of meaning
According to Merleau-Ponty (1962), the life-world is characterised by
ambiguity and appears simultaneously as objective and subjective. The
ambiguity involves the existence of more than one possible meaning in a
child’s encounter with the social and physical world. The world does not
appear for the child as only an object, but rather it appears as emotional
expression, or a human being that is either attractive or repulsive
(Heinämaa, 1999). Consequently, children’s reactions towards the world
demand emotional responses and evaluations of some kind. The ambiguity
of the body appears to the child as experience of oneself; as me/myself and
I as experienced of others (Hangaard Rasmussen, 1996; Heinämaa, 1999). In
other words, children’s actions involve emotional responses regarding
whether the world appears for them as attractive or repulsive. In
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interaction between people, values are always a part of the
communication. Children’s play demands that children create meaning in
which they present and express their own perspectives and intentions
through complex communication of the body and respond to others
perspectives (Johansson, 1999; Løkken, 2000b, 2009; Merleau-Ponty, 1962).
Young children’s communication in play is therefore not easy for children to
resolve, and ambiguity is always included as well as interpretation of
perspectives of others. Thus, the researcher’s interpretations of children’s
actions during play, are also dependent on previous understandings,
experiences, and views.
The use of the concept of ambiguity is supportive in the study, especially
when attempting to describe and understand children’s intentions involving
how their competence and vulnerability appear as they experience the
responses of others. The concept of ambiguity also demands awareness
regarding my own position, bodily and ideologically, as a researcher
involved in children’s life-worlds, and thus influences the construction of
how children’s perspectives are interpreted and presented.

3.3 Theory of nature and meaning of play
The phenomenology of the body is also central in Buytendijk’s (1933)
theory of the nature and meaning of play (see; Åm, 1989; Hangaard
Rasmussen; 1996). The theory describes how children create themselves
and their understanding of the world around them by communicating with
the environment. Through bodily encounters in preschool the children are
in the process of creating meaning. Children’s relationship to the
environment is dominated by emotional orientation, and two opposite
concepts are used to explain this. One is the concept of pathos (Greek),
which means emotion and characterises children’s orientations in
childhood, and the other is the concept of gnosis (Greek), which means
recognition or understanding and is presented as the opposite of emotion
(pathos). According to Buytendijk’s (1933) theory, children easily get
emotionally inspired and respond accordingly to their emotional
inspirations. Children do not get to know the environment by looking at
things, but by touching and being touched back by the things. The world
attracts the child who uses the body to create meaning and relationships,
and thus the child relates to the world in a different way than adults. In
children’s encountering through the actions of the body, their perspectives
become visible. In Buytendijk’s (1933) theory, play is described as childlike
actions (d. jungendlich) and has it origin in movements of the body. The
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child is full of vitality, moves around, and gradually the movements bring
the child into the stage of the play. As a consequence, when children
participate in play and playful actions, they create meaning (Åm, 1989).

3.3.1 Movement and play
In Bujtedijk’s (1933) theory, the vital notion is that children’s play should be
understood as a bodily expression within a certain context which appears in
childhood in particular (Åm, 1989; Hangaard Rasmussen; 1996). The child’s
spontaneous movements are a foundation for the play. In theory, a
distinction between child’s movement and play is that the play always
includes communication when the child is either in interaction with an
object or another person. The play comes to an end when the child does
not get responses from the “player” (Åm, 1989; Hangaard Rasmussen,
1996, 2001; Röthle, 2005). When young children play, they do not start by
thinking or imagining, rather, it all occurs simultaneously. The play demands
a fast shift between bodily experiences and expressions, like thinking,
imagination, emotions, sounds and words, and all those factors are
important and intertwined. Through actions in play children’s selfconstruction occurs, which means that the child presents himself or herself
to others, and through the responses of the world the child learns about
himself or herself and the world (Hangaard Rasmussen, 1996; Johansson,
2011b). The interactions are therefore simultaneously individual and
collective. The play develops where increasing excitement, enthusiasm, and
form become prominent factors (Åm, 1989; Hangaard Rasmussen, 2001;
Løkken, 2000b; Röthle, 2005). Through play, children create relationships
and hence a shared foundation for their ongoing activities in play.
According to the theory of Merleau-Ponty (1962) intersubjectivity is a
prerequisite for the process when children establish relationships to the
world around. Children must adjust their actions, both to appease their
own desires, as well as the wishes of others. The development of the play
hinges on the fruitful interweaving of these elements. Thus, children’s play
is dependent on intersubjective processes of reciprocal communication
between children and the peers in the preschool. It is possible to identify
connections between Merleau-Ponty’s theory of the life-world and
Buytendijk´s definition of the meaning of play as well as with studies
revealing that the play includes ambiguity and more obscure elements than
previous developmental psychology theories have indicated (Steinsholt,
1998; Sutton-Smith, 1997; Øksnes, 2010).

30

Theoretical framework

Buytendijk’s (1933) definition of play is utilized as a foundation in my
study as it suits well and adds to the theory of Merleau-Ponty (1962), as the
latter does not focus especially on the concept of play. Furthermore, I use
the concept intersubjectivity together with the term play as both are
connected to the meeting between body subjects and the understanding of
others. The encounters between children in play involves a process of
intersubjectivity by which the children are presenting their own intentions
and responding to others’ life-worlds. Children’s actions that are directed
towards others in the preschool include the meaningful context where they
indicate their desires and perspectives. Thus, play demands that children
establish relationships and create a mutual ground for their playful actions.
In the study, the children’s bodily communication and expression is
considered as representing their intentions, and thus giving insights into the
meaning they give to their interaction with the peers.

3.4 Summary
In this chapter I have discussed the fundamental concepts in two
phenomenological theories which form the main theoretical framework of
my research project. The phenomenological approach aims to understand
how various phenomena in the world are experienced by human beings. In
the research the phenomenology is an ontological inspiration illustrating
how I understand the way children experience the encounter of others
during the play sessions in preschool. Thus, it influences my analyses and
interpretation of children’s actions in creating their communities of play.
The concepts from the two theories are resourceful as they describe the
intertwined relationship between the human being and the world. The lived
body is considered to be a foundation for the existence of the human being
where children, through the body, communicate their perspectives towards
the world. In their encounters, the children are in the process of
understanding their experiences and creating relationships with others. The
phenomenological approach allows me to explore and describe what
appears for the children and how they express their intentions and respond
to others. However, this can also be a dilemma as the life-world is
ambiguous and I can never be certain of what appears for the children.
Additionally, I am part of children’s life-worlds during the study, and influence
the data construction. Consequently, the body is at the centre in the study,
including both the children and the researcher. In this encounter, critical
aspects appear regarding whether or if it is possible for adults to approach and
present children’s perspectives. Nevertheless it is a great responsibility and can
never be considered anything else than an honest attempt.
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In figure 1, I give an overview of how the theories and the key concepts
are used to conceptualise children’s perspectives in the research project.
The phenomenology is utilized in the study, on the one hand as an
ontological ground related to how I understand children’s perspectives. On
the other hand the phenomenological theories are used as a
methodological approach to come close to children’s perspectives in order
to interpret their actions and generate knowledge regarding their creation
of their communities in play. Thus, the concepts; lived body, lived
experiences, intersubjectivity, ambiguity, and movements and play, create a
holistic view of children’s perspectives in their encounters during the play
sessions. In the figure the concepts are visualised as reciprocal relations
influencing each other. Hans-Georg Gadamer’s (2004) concept of horizon is
also presented in figure 1, as it conceptualises the interpretive process in
the research, but it will be discussed further in the methodological chapter
of the thesis.

Figure 1. Conceptualizing children’s perspectives
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4 Previous research
Research endeavouring to capture young children’s perspectives by
focusing on their bodily communication to understand their meaningmaking within their communities in play is rather a novel arena in the field
of early childhood education and care. Most studies of children‘s views of
their everyday lives in preschools have been conducted among older
children. Furthermore, studies focusing on the youngest children in ECEC
have rather focused on the relations between the adults and the children in
order to improve practice, as young children are increasingly attending
preschool (Rayna & Laevers, 2011).
This chapter is divided into eight sections that give an overview of ECEC
studies connected to my study. In section 4.2 I summarize the main findings
of the previous studies and point at gaps in the literature. In section 4.2.1 I
discuss intended contributions of the study. Finally in section 4.2.2 I present
the overall question as well as the sub-questions which are answered in the
four articles.

4.1 Children’s communities of play
Children use various approaches when creating a shared world in play. The
physical and social environment influences children’s actions. Similarly, by
their everyday activities and play children share experiences, emotions and
things. Thus children create their communities together using special forms
of communication and approaches. Children are a diverse group of people
with different abilities to interact and relate to others. Children also bring
their earlier experiences with them into preschool. In the encounter
children present themselves and create their ideas about the peers and
social relationships develop.

4.1.1 The child and the others
Stambak and Verba (1986) described young children’s communication and
expression towards one another as a process used to negotiate meaning in
play. A child puts forward an idea to which the play partner interprets and
responds. The responding calls upon other actions directed to the child who
started the process and the interaction goes on. Thus, the interaction
includes shared mutual interpretation and adjustment of actions according
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to the peer’s actions and interpretation. Løkken‘s (2000b, p. 172, 2000a, p.
539) studies with one- and two-year-old children in preschools revealed
that they created mutual meaning with playful expression of their bodies.
Each child’s social style was characterised by physicality and routines. The
children experienced themselves as “I” or “me” and “thou” at the same
time as they participated and strengthened the basis for play with other
children. The children’s actions were connected to the intersubjectivity and
experience of being “us” together. Furthermore, Løkken (2004a, 2004b)
showed in her studies that young children in preschool create their own
approaches in greeting each other when entering the preschool in the
morning. Their actions indicated that the children who met on a regular
basis in the preschool created a child-initiated culture.
It is important for children to be a part of and influence a community of
peers in preschool. Corsaro’s (2003, 2005, 2009) studies with children
between one and six years reveals that within the peer culture, important
themes occurred involving children’s attempts to obtain control of their
lives and to share this control with others. Furthermore, Corsaro points out
that children develop mutual approaches to challenge adult control.
Rutanen’s (2007) study of one- and two-year old children showed that they
actively created mutual culture with gestures and movements of the body.
The children created original movements and meaning with toys that they
were offered to play with, but their actions were not always in accordance
with the educators’ intentions for use of the toys. Similar findings were
apparent in the Pálmadóttir and Bjarnadóttir (2012) study of two-year-old
children in an Icelandic preschool, where the children showed mutual
pleasure and used things in the environment in a playful way, which
sometimes was in opposition with the educator’s intentions.
Relationships between peers is an important issue in preschool and play
situations provide an arena for creating relationships. Strandell (1999)
points out that children’s approaches to indicate who is a desirable playpartner and where to play is part of each child’s social participation in the
preschool. When asked about what was important to children in preschool,
meeting and playing with peers was the most significant for the children
(Einarsdóttir, 2012, 2014b; Kernan, 2011). In a study by Dunphy and Farell
(2011) that explored children’s perspectives on play, the children described
the play as an arena for social interactions and maintaining friendships.
Friendship, with its own characteristics, has been identified at an early age
among children in preschool (Dunn, 2004; Engdahl, 2011; Greve, 2009). In
Greve’s (2009) study, different types of friendship were recognised which
involved rules and regulations, humour and danger, bodily togetherness,
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and negotiation. Thus, children’s different kinds of relations and friendships
contribute to their interactions and learning in various ways. However,
Skånfors, Löfdahl and Hägglund (2009) show in an overview of studies of
children’s interaction with peers that most of the research describes
children’s interaction more in the light of the concepts of inclusion and
exclusion, and less in how children create relationships with their peers.

4.1.1.1 Power relations
Although children find playing with peers important and desirable, various
factors influence children’s participation and relationships in play. Thus,
children’s play can also be an arena for struggle and difficult experiences
(Ailwood, 2003; Löfdahl & Hägglund, 2006; Grieshaber & McArdle, 2010),
and children have stated that the worst experience in preschool is not
having friends to play with, or being excluded from a peer group (KraghMüller & Isbell, 2011). Johansson’s study (1999; 2011a) of young children’s
morality showed that the children used the value of power to influence the
participation of other children in play. The children used both positive and
negative approaches to influence who was included and who was excluded.
Furthermore, the children seemed to indicate that playing with peers that
were a similar age was more desirable than playing with younger children.
The study by Shin, Recchia, Lee, Lee & Mullarkey (2004), investigated
leadership behaviour among preschool children (22 months to 4-and-a halfyears). The findings revealed that the approaches used were more
connected to children’s relationships rather than their personal
characteristics. The children seemed to use their social power to develop
their relationships with peers and adults, and at the same time used their
social power to include and excluded others, peers as well as adults. Power
was also visible as a value in studies of older children’s play in preschool,
showing how they make use of the content in play to gain useful positions
in their peer culture. Age seemed to be an influential factor, and older
children had power to make decisions which seemed to retreat from the
common rules and marginalise certain children (Löfdahl & Hägglund, 2006;
Löfdahl, 2006, Löfdahl, 2010). Thus, the children contributed to values of
both justice and injustice in their communities in play. Similar findings
appeared in a study by Einardóttir (2012), where young primary school
children discussed their memories from preschool. The most important was
their peers themselves, and to be recognised within the group of peers.
However, the children also claimed that interactions between peers could
be difficult, and a source of conflicts. Some of the children had experienced
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injustice when peers in stronger positions used their power to exclude
them from play.
Most of the studies that have focused on children’s experiences of their
social worlds in preschool have been conducted with older children. The
findings reveal that children use various approaches involving different
possibilities for children to be a part of and belong to the shared world in
play. In spite of increased international interest, there is still a lack of
research which endeavours to capture the subjective experiences of the
youngest children in play in preschool, and how they manage their
interactional practices, communicate and express their desire to play and
create their communities with their peers.

4.1.2 Important values in play
Studies that explore young children’s perspectives on how to treat their
peers and how to deal with value conflicts are scarce. In play children have
to position themselves and respond to others’ perspectives, and thus it is
an important arena for the negotiation of values (Johansson, 2011b).
Studies on values in an educational context have focused more often on
older children, especially in regard to learning outcomes and values in
curricula, the ethos of the school, and practical approaches to values
education (Halstead & Taylor, 2000). Studies conducted in preschool with
older children reveal that children’s communication of values can be on the
one hand, connected to democratic values and on the other hand, aimed to
enhance their own position within the group while excluding other children
from participation in play (Emilson & Johansson, 2009; Karlson, 2014).
Johansson’s (1999, 2011b). Studies in Swedish and Australian preschools
explored young children’s communication of moral values in play. Values
regarding rights and care for the well-being of others were important for
children in both contexts. However, values referring to conventions
appeared to be of higher interest for children in Australian preschools
compared with those in Swedish preschools. Rights seemed to have a
higher priority for the Swedish children. It appeared that children prioritise
values according to what is relevant in their respective life-world and
preschool settings.
In studies of young children in preschool settings, children’s possibilities
of participation among peers and the creation of their communities in play
were explored. Even though values were not the focus of these studies, the
children demonstrated that rights, friendships, age, initiated play, and
number of years in the actual preschool were important prerequisites for
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children’s participation in play and becoming a part of the children’s
communities (Grindheim, 2011). The communities in play involve important
aspects that influence children’s experiences, knowledge of how to
participate in the other’s world, and how to treat other people.

4.1.2.1 Value-conflicts
Although certain values may be prioritised in a group of children, other
children might challenge them, leading to value conflicts. Value conflicts in
children’s interactions have been of little interest as a topic for research
(Einarsdottir, Purole, Johansson, Broström & Emilson, 2014). However,
children’s resistance, strategies in conflict management, and the role of
disputes in early childhood settings have been studied (Danby & Theobald;
2012; Haan & Singer, 2010; Singer, Hoogdalem, Haan & Bekkema, 2012;
Tobin, 2005), though these studies do not focus on values.
Studies among young children show that toys are often involved in
children’s conflicts. Children often try to resolve the conflicts, as Engdahl’s
(2011) study showed, in instances where non-verbal expression such as
movements, gestures and strength of the voice served an important role
when children (17-24 months) expressed their intentions of exchanging the
toys. Alvestad’s (2010) study explored young children’s negotiation
strategies during play. The children communicated different negotiation
strategies in order to unite their perspectives. The main focus of the study
was on peer relations, toys, and the content of the children’s play. The
approaches were either emotionally oriented or centred on problem
solving. Additionally, humour was used as an approach in the negotiation
process. Children who frequently played with other children were the most
successful in their negotiations. Humour appeared also as a part of
children’s approaches in Loizou’s (2007) study, which revealed that young
preschool children used humour in order to control and present themselves
in social context.

4.1.3 Children’s perspectives on educator’s role
Despite increased international interest in research with young children in
preschool settings, few studies focus on the youngest children’s
perspectives of the role of the educators in their play. Most studies with
children under the age of three have focused on the interactions between
educators and children in order to improve educational practice (Musatti &
Mayer, 2011; Kalliala, 2011; Roberts, 2011), as well as an exploration of the
values and democracy communicated between the youngest children and
their educators in preschools (Emilson & Johansson, 2009; Fugelsnes,
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Röthle & Johansson, 2013). These studies reveal important conditions for
children’s well-being in preschool as well as highlighting children’s
perspectives.
Nordic studies which explored older preschool children’s perspectives
on the educators role revealed a pedagogical approach in which educators
remain in the background observing the children, “waiting to see” if
assistance is needed and keeping the children occupied (Einarsdóttir, 2005,
Einarsdottir, 2014a; Kyrönlampi-Kylmänen & Määttä, 2011; PramlingSamuelsson & Johansson, 2009). However, children seem to consider that
the educators should be available while they are playing to support
different levels of their play. One study explored one- to eight-year-old
children’s reasons for involving educators in their play situations. The
children invited the educators into their play for various reasons: to get
help from the educator; to be acknowledged as a competent person; to
make the teachers aware of other children breaking the rules; to get
information about, and confirmation of, how things work; and to involve
educators in play. All of these categories also appeared among the
youngest children, except making the educator aware that other children
were breaking the rules (Pramling-Samuelsson & Johansson, 2009).
Children’s experiences of educators’ multiple roles are also evident in an
Icelandic study (Einarsdottir, 2014a) that explored five-year-old children’s
views of educator’s roles. On the one hand, children’s perspectives of the
role of educators involved interactions such as care-giving, observing the
children, assisting, making rules and decisions, offering support, and
teaching. On the other hand, the educators’ roles were associated with
organizational issues in the preschool.
Different perspectives and understanding of play between the children
and the educators were evident in some studies. The children, ages of five
and nine years in Sandberg’s (2002) study, considered the educators too
controlling and unable to play, but at the same time children needed their
help to solve conflicts and find peers to play with. Kragh-Müllers’ (2006)
study showed similar results, where some of the children wanted assistance
in order to engage in play with their peers or to achieve position within the
group. In a study with children 3-5 years in Denmark and United States the
focus was to explore through drawings and interviews their perspectives on
their relationships with the educators. The children found it important that
the educators played with the children, showed humorous attitude, and
helped the children if they were not able to receive a position among the
peers (Kragh-Müller & Isbell, 2011). Furthermore, studies show how
children valuate the involvement of the educators in the play sessions. The
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findings of Hjorth’s (1996) study reveal that the children stressed that
educators understood the content of the play before they interfered, and
the children in Kragh-Müller & Isbell (2011) study pointed out the importance
that the educators knew what happened when conflicts occurred during play.
This might indicate the importance of being close and sensitive to children’s
perspectives in order to support their interactions in play.

4.1.4 Children’s and researcher encounter
The importance of children’s participation in research has been stressed in
recent years, as has the focus on children’s perspectives on various issues in
their everyday lives (Clark, McQuial & Moss, 2003; Einarsdottir & Harcourt,
2011; Lansdown, 2005). Children’s participation in research is generally
connected to the discourse of how children and childhood are viewed as
well as children’s rights to be encouraged to express themselves and
influence the social context. Emphasis is placed on doing research with
children instead of on children as was commonly described before
(Einarsdóttir, 2012; James, 2009; Woodhead & Faulkner, 2000). The
emphasis on children’s perspectives has encouraged scholars from diverse
disciplines to develop theories and methods with the goal of understanding
children from their point of view (Dalberg, Moss & Pence, 1999; Clark,
2014; James, 2009; White, 2011a).
Studies where young children participate with and encounter the
researcher are scare. However, studies with the youngest preschool
children reveal that researchers uses various approaches to capture their
perspectives. The role of the researcher in children’s life-worlds has
increasingly been of interest in the discussion. In the encounter, children,
unlike adults, usually become quickly accustomed to the researcher and the
camera (Greve, 2007). However, Johansson (2011b) points out that young
children try to understand the research situation. This attempt to
understand the situation influences the relationship created between the
researcher and the children (Fleer, 2014; Johansson, 2011b; Sørensen,
2014), and thus the children influence and co-construct the role of the
researcher. A study of Degotardi (2011) with infants intended to explore
how children created relationships when starting preschool. She reflects on
the experiences and effect of her presence where the children began to
approach and initiate interactions, despite the beforehand decisions of
being distant when observing children’s actions. In her study Stephenson
(2011) used different methods to capture young children’s perspectives on
the curriculum in a preschool setting. She describes her way to come close
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to children’s experiences as a “generous” approach, meaning she made
herself available to the children, allowing them to decide when and how
they interacted. Thus, the researcher provided the children with the
experience of leading the interactions. Hence, it enabled the researcher to
listen to the youngest children’s voices in an open approach. White (2011b,
p. 188) pointed out the conflicting perspectives regarding whether or not
the researcher ought to be familiar with the children’s culture or not.
However, White emphasises the importance of the researcher’s awareness
to the differences and diversity. Thus, the researcher’s position is always to
a certain extent a position of “outsideness,” although in an everyday
context. The attempt to understand children’s communication comprises
various challenges regarding whether and how children’s bodily expression is
interpreted. Thus the researcher’s participation in the children’s life-worlds
includes various relationships and ethical dimensions involving children’s
assent and dissent. After all, it is the ontological position of the researcher
that decides the focus and influences the construction of the children, and
whether and how the children’s perspectives appear in studies.

4.2 Summary and gaps
The findings of previous research reveal that young children communicate
their perspectives and intentions, and create their communities including
special forms of interaction and approaches. Playing with peers and
creating relationships are two of the most important things for children in
preschool. In children’s eyes play is an arena where they communicate
various values regarding their own behaviour and that of others. These
values are connected to democratic values, comprising the well-being of
others and care. On the other hand the children used power and
confronted these values to enhance their own positions and exclude some
of their peers. The studies indicate that age and relationships within the
group seemed to be an influential factor regarding children’s experiences of
belonging. Thus, children experience different possibilities of having their
voices heard in the play sessions. There is still gap in the literature
regarding the subjective experiences of the youngest children, and how
they create meaning in their peer interaction in play sessions. Additionally,
there is a lack of knowledge regarding the youngest children’s perspectives
of what they consider as important values in their communities of play.
Furthermore, the value conflicts that occur in children’s interaction and
how they resolve the conflicts is an unexplored field.
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Although the findings of the previous studies reveal that children find
peers and play most important in preschool, the findings show that children
also want the educator’s support and involvement in their life-worlds in
play for various reasons. The children wanted educators to be humorous
and understand their play. The children highlighted the educator’s
involvement regarding conflicts and support of relationships between the
peers. The findings indicate that children found it important that the
educators focus on children’s perspectives and understand the play before
they interfered. Most of the studies were conducted with older children in
preschool, and therefore, there is a gap in the literature regarding young
children’s perspectives on the meaning the children assign to the
involvement and the role of the educators. Various approaches have been
used in order to capture young children’s perspectives. But there is still a
lack of studies that focus on a holistic approach including the relationships
between the participating children and the researcher.

4.2.1 Intended contribution
The contribution of this study is threefold: Firstly, the study is intended to
contribute to theoretical knowledge regarding bodily communication of
young children and the complexity of their communities in play, an issue
that has not been in the forefront in childhood studies. Children’s
experiences and creation of meaning in the peer group, what the children
consider as important as well as their experiences of other’s behaviour and
actions provides important knowledge in regard to the complexity of
children’s communities in play sessions in preschool. The recent decade’s
postmodern ideas positioning the child as strong and competent in contrast
to traditional developmental theories where the focus was on lack of
competence and presenting the child as a vulnerable and dependent
person might run the risk that children’s vulnerability is neglected, and a
holistic view of the child is not recognised. Albon (2011) argues that
vulnerability in postmodern writings with very young children have not
been in the focus. Similarly Johansson, (2011a) claims that children’s
vulnerability is missing in Swedish studies with young preschool children.
Secondly, as the context of the study is Iceland it contributes to the
Icelandic and international discourse on preschool pedagogy and policy.
The discussion frequently centres upon whether or not preschool is an
appropriate place for young children, often related to family policy
(Alvestad, et al. 2013; Eydal & Gíslason, 2014). The importance of a secure
relationship between the child and parents has been stressed (Belsky, 2009;
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Kjartansdóttir, 2009), as have quality issues in early childhood education
and care where the emphasis is placed on the young child as an active
learner (Dalli, et al. 2011; David, Goouch, Powell & Abott, 2003; Hayes
2007; OECD, 2006).
Furthermore, concerns about quality related to big groups of children,
high stress levels, lack of educated personnel, frequent staff turnover, and
the unsuitability of preschool buildings for young children have been raised
(Bjørnestad & Pramling-Samuelsson, 2012; Jónasson, 2006). A current
policy issue in Iceland is investigating the possibilities of extending parental
leave, and whether or not the municipalities can provide all parents of
young children with preschool after finishing the leave. While much of this
discussion is focused on policy and the practicalities of preschool for
families, less attention has been paid to the experiences of children and
what they consider as important in their communities in preschool. In this
context the youngest children’s voices are missing.
Thirdly, the intention of the study is to contribute to childhood studies.
The phenomenological approach used in the study requires the researcher
to come close to children’s experiences, perceptions, and understandings of
their own life-worlds. Merleau-Ponty’s (1962) theory of the life-world
underpins my study and influences the beliefs I have about and how I
interpret the world. Thus, the theory is important as a perspective in a
reciprocal process where the children and I, as the researcher, contribute to
the process and the construction of knowledge.

4.2.2 Research questions
The aim of this study is to deepen the understanding of young children’s
perspectives of their communities in play in preschool. The specific focus is
on issues of importance for the children in creating play-communities with
peers, as well as children’s encountering with the educators and the
researcher. This was observed through children’s bodily communication,
inspired by Merleau-Ponty’s (1962) theory of the life-world as well as
Bujtendijk’s (1933) definition of movement and play. The theories highlight
the bodily communication of the human being, a relatively novel approach
in ECEC. Exploring children’s perspectives comprises the view that the
young children possesses important information regarding what they
consider important in their own communities.
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The main research question is: In order to create communities during
play sessions, what do young children in one Icelandic preschool find
important, and how do they communicate and express their perspectives?
The sub-questions are as followed:
 How do the children communicate and express their desire to play
with the peers?
 What values are important for children in play?
 What does children’s communication imply about their views of the
role of the educators?
 In what ways do video representations give insight into the relations
between the researcher and the children?

43

5 Methodology
The study is ontologically inspired by the phenomenology of the life-world
developed by Merleau-Ponty (1962), which guides my understanding and
interpretation of children’s perspectives. Phenomenology is grounded
within the paradigm of qualitative research, where subjectivity and the
importance of personal perspective are emphasised. The term qualitative
research refers, according to Denzin and Lincoln (2005), to a multiplicity of
methods involving an interpretive and naturalistic approach. The endeavour
is to explore lived experiences and understand the meaning of human
interactions or views. In a phenomenological approach, the information is
filtered through the researcher’s own perspective, where there is no one
correct interpretation (Lester, 1999; Lichtman, 2013).
According to the theory of Merleau-Ponty (1962), in which the body is
considered as a basis for all human experiences, the researcher through the
bodily being exists in children’s life-worlds. Therefore, the attempt is to
create bridges between the life-worlds of the participants and the
researcher (Bengtsson, 2013b). The study is intended to identify children’s
lived experiences as they are understood by the children themselves. The
phenomenological approach, and especially life-world theory, is well suited
to this study, as it emphasises the intertwined relationship between human
beings and the world. In the research encounter, the attempt is to
understand and interpret children‘s experiences and meaning making. This
also creates important conditions for the research process, demanding
reflectivity and awareness of the researcher being part of children’s lifeworlds and thus impacting both the children and the construction of
knowledge.

5.1 Children’s perspectives
The understanding of children’s perspectives is a complex concept in the
discourse of childhood and education for young children. For the past two
decades, scholars from different disciplines have developed theories and
methods in order to understand children on their own premises. The
concept of children’s perspectives have been applied both as an ideological
and as a methodological concept in scientific context. The United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989), states that all children have
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the human right to have their voices heard. This means that those who
work with children must be committed to listening to their opinions on
matters that concern them. The difference between the concepts of child’s
perspective and child perspective have been discussed. Halldén (2003)
argues that a child’s perspective relates to the importance of the child’s
own perspective and culture, in which the child him- or herself contributes
information, while the concept a child perspective involves children’s
situations and interests as well as what adults consider what is best for
children. Hence, the understanding of the concepts ‘child perspective’ and
‘child’s perspective’ influences the focus of the study and how children are
presented in a research.
In this study the concept children’s perspectives is defined in line with
Sommer, Pramling Samuelsson and Hundeide (2010) description of
children’s perspectives:
Represent children’s experiences, perceptions, and understanding
in their life world…., the focus is on the child as subject in his or
her own world, the child’s own phenomenology. This is what
adults attempt to understand through their child perspective, for
example at child-focused interpretations of children’s intentional
acts and statements (p. 22−23).
Approaching children’s perspectives requires coming close to children’s
experiences, perceptions, and understandings of their own life-worlds. The
methods I use in the study to acquire the knowledge are connected to the
methodology and theories about knowledge and how it is obtained. Thus,
ontology and epistemology are connected and together build the
philosophical ground of empirical research (Bengtson, 2013b). Participant
observations where the concern is to represent the data from the
perspective of the research participants are frequently used. The data and
data construction are described as accurately as possible, with an
endeavour to draw a picture of an event, describe a process of events, and
shed light on situations, people, incidence, or how things are related
(Crotty, 2006; Hangaard Rasmussen; 1996; Montgomery, 2014). Emphasis is
given to understanding a phenomenon in a particular context, including
time, place, and society. The concept context is related to a cultural and
historical time, a certain here-and-now situation, involving both the past
and the future (Graue & Walsh, 1998; Løkken, 2012). When encountering
young children’s life-worlds, it is important to be aware of the context in
which their action occurs, acknowledging that views and experiences are
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different among the children (Dockett, Einarsdóttir & Perry, 2009; White,
2011a). It is a challenging and complicated task to approach young
children’s perspectives and to talk on their behalf.
The phenomenological approach in the study provides insights where
concepts from the theories are used to conceptualize children’s
perspectives in order to describe, understand and explore the data.
However, the endeavour to interpret children’s communication through
their bodily expression requires a critical discussion, as for instance
Johansson and Emilson (2010) have pointed out. This critical aspect attunes
well to Merleau-Ponty’s (1962) theory of the life-world, where the
ambiguity of the human life-world is emphasised. Thus, it is important to be
critical regarding my own ability to understand what appears for the child,
and how and whose perspectives come through in the research, as well as
my own influences on the construction of the data. In practice, this requires
the researcher to be open and reflective regarding the subjective aspect of
the research including being aware of children appeared differently.

5.2 Ambiguity of horizon
The metaphor of the horizon was put forward by Gadamer (2004) to
describe the perceptions that result from the body being in the world,
which is interconnected with the perspective from where we look. The
horizon involves everything that can be seen from a particular point. We
can talk about various dimensions of horizon, such as narrowness of
horizon and broaden out the horizon. The horizon is defined as the
knowledge and notions that individuals have obtained and take for granted
(Merleau-Ponty, 1962; Johansson, 2011b). The horizon is not static, but
rather constantly changing in the processes of intersubjective human
experiences, knowledge, and interpretations. Our experiences of the world
always have an implicit horizon, which can change allowing for a new
horizon to appear. Children’s and adults’ interactions always involve a
degree of ambiguity with regard to the horizons embodied in the actions.
Thus, the horizon helps researchers to become conscious regarding
possibilities and limitations when exploring what appears for children
(Johansson, 2011b). The experience and interpretation of others and
others’ perception of us will therefore entail differences in horizons, and
therefore people can never fully understand the worlds of one another.
Consequently, my interpretations of children’s actions, as well as children’s
communication and the responses to others, are dependent on the horizon,
including their understandings, previous experiences and views.
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In my research, I use the concept of horizon as a way to think about how to
gain knowledge about children’s perspectives. The horizon creates a
connection between the descriptions of actions and the creative aspect of
interpretation (Johansson, 2011b). Thus, the horizon is employed in the
descriptions of children’s actions, in the analyses, as well as in the
interpretation process. I suggest that these concepts of ambiguity and
horizon together create a holistic approach and support each other,
particularly when the aim is to analyse and explain the complexity of
children’s communication and the researcher’s involvement in children‘s
life-worlds. The researcher’s and children’s interaction during the research
process involves a degree of ambiguity with regard to the horizons that are
embodied in the actions (Johansson, 2011b; Johansson & Løkken, 2013).
Consequently, the experience and interpretation of others’ perceptions of
us is always ambiguous.

5.3 Research design
I define the study as a phenomenological childhood study. The construction
of the data was based on observations from video recordings and from field
notes written during the research process. The study was conducted with
children in two units in one preschool in Reykjavík. In one of the units the
children were from 14 months to two-and-a-half years of age, and in the
other unit, children were from two-and-a-half years to three years and nine
months old.

5.3.1 Phenomenological childhood study
The phenomenological approach of my study is connected to childhood
studies. Childhood studies are characterised by concern about the
wholeness of the life situation of young children. Childhood studies focus
on the subjective experiences of children and the need to listen and
respond to the voices of children, thus connecting the knowledge to
children’s positions in society (Kellett, 2014). Relatively few studies include
voices of children under three in preschool. Consequently, their voices
might be marginalised in the construction of knowledge around children’s
perspectives of their everyday lives in preschool.
Some key methodological and ethical issues are highlighted within the
field of childhood studies. Children’s lives are considered interesting and
worthy of study on their own ground. Rather than focusing on children’s
lack of competence or knowledge, children are considered capable of
providing adults with important insights into their lives, experiences, and
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knowledge about the world. Furthermore, the emphasis is placed on ethical
principles about the rights of children being respected within the research
process, as active participants with the opportunity to express their
perspectives of being studied and how their childhood is presented
(Einarsdóttir, 2007; James, 2009; Kellett, 2014). Childhood is usually viewed
as a social construction reliant upon culture, time and context (Einarsdottir,
2014b; James, 2009; Qvortrup, 1994). The children’s rights movement and
childhood studies have interconnecting interests and visions. As children’s
rights have become a major issue within childhood studies since the
implementation of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child
in 1989, the need to address self-critical reflection regarding what
children’s rights focus on and the meaning of children’s rights in research
have been pointed out and debated (Reynaert, Bouverne-De Bie,
Vandevelde, 2009). Given the complexities of this issue, Quennerstedt
(2013) argues that there are three main areas of challenges in term of
moving into the future: advancing critique, increasing theorization, and
contextualising research.
The main principles of childhood studies suit well to the aspiration of my
research of focusing on young children’s lived experiences in order to
understand their perspectives regarding important issues in their play
communities.

5.3.2 Field of study
When choosing a field for the study, the main requirements were that
children between one and three years old attended preschool. I started the
search by looking at preschools’ websites and selected one that, in my
opinion, was well suited to the criteria. The chosen preschool is in an
established area in Reykjavík (the capital), is over thirty years old, and is
typical for preschools from this period of time, with three units. As in many
others preschools, young children’s attendance has increased lately,
resulting in two units with children aged one to three years, while the third
unit is for children from four to six years of age. I contacted the preschool
principal, who was positive regarding my request for doing research in the
preschool. Then I started to obtain the necessary permission from the
municipal authorities, preschool principal, preschool educators, parents,
and children.
The studies were carried out in the two units for the younger children.
Four to five educators worked in each of the units. Two of those were
educated preschool teachers, one designated as unit leader, worked in each
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unit. In studies with young children, it is especially important to consider
ways of protecting their anonymity (Grey & Winter, 2011). In order to
contribute to the confidentiality and privacy of the children, the units
received the code names Shore and Mountain, and each child received a
pseudonym. In addition video recording was used for analysis, and only
written descriptions of children’s actions are presented in presentations
and publications.
The preschool curriculum states that children’s play is emphasised in the
pedagogical work, which accords with the Icelandic National Curriculum
Guidelines (Ministry of Education, Science and Culture, 2011). The daily
schedule provides time for children’s free play inside in the morning and
the afternoon. In the preschool context the free play sessions are, to a
certain extent, directed by the children. Therefore, I decided that the play
sessions in the morning were well suited for research, as the group of
children were more stable in the morning than in the afternoon, when
some of the children might have left the preschool. The play sessions lasted
about one hour, after the children’s breakfast.
The Shore unit consisted of 20 children, 14 months to two-and-a-halfyears old. Seven of the children had one or both parents of foreign origin.
Most of the children attended the preschool for three to five months,
although a few of them had recently started.
The Mountain unit consisted of 26 children, two–years-and four-months
old to three-years-and-nine-months old. Four of the children had one or
both parents of foreign origin. Many of the children had been in the
preschool for over a year. The children usually start in the Shore unit and
their transition to the Mountain unit occurred when they were around twoand-a-half-years old.
In the play sessions two or three educators normally worked with each
of the groups, while the others took their coffee breaks. Both units had four
similar playrooms: two bigger and two smaller rooms. In the larger
playrooms there was a home corner where the children had access to
diverse play materials, such as household equipment and child-height
furniture. Toys and books were stored at children’s height, while some
other materials were stored on high shelves. There were adult-height tables
and high chairs for the children in the Shore unit. Some of the toys, such as
puzzles and blocks, were kept out of reach of the younger children in the
Shore unit, and the educators placed these on big tables for the children.
During the play sessions the children were usually divided between the big
playrooms, with an educator.
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Table 1 gives an overview of how the children are divided between the
two units as well as the number and age of boys and girls in each of the
units.
Table 1. The two groups of children

The units

Boys

Girls

Ages

Altogether

Shore

9

11

1,2- 2,6year

20

Mountain

14

12

2,4-3,9 year

26

At the beginning of the research project I had a meeting with the unit’s
leaders to introduce myself and get acquainted with the daily schedule in
the preschool. I emphasised that the children’s actions would be in the
forefront of the observations and the educators were in the background
and expected to interact with the children as usual. I also stressed that I
would start by visiting the units and collaborate with the educators
regarding when to start the video recordings. I considered it important that
both the children and the educators would get used to my presence before
I started the video recordings. The unit leaders were positive, interested,
and willing to contact the parents and deliver a letter in which the research
was introduced and the parents’ consent on behalf of their children was
requested. I started the field work after receiving consent from all the
parents (see appendix).
In research how much time is used to create relationships in the field is
controversial. However, Harcourt and Conroy (2011) point out the
importance of establishing trust and security when the intention is to share
lived experiences with others. In studies within ECEC, the researcher’s role
is usually explained differently from the pedagogical work of the educator’s.
Abrahamsen (2004) describes it as staying in the background, while
Johansson (2011b p. 45) defines the role as one of an “interested observer”
in children’s play—friendly but different from the other adults. I visited the
preschool in different activities in the morning, such as breakfast, circle
time, lunch and play sessions. The purpose was to get an overview of the
work and that the children and the educators would get used to me and my
role. I placed myself near the children and responded to their initiatives
without taking a direct part in the pedagogical work. Thus, my appearance
was different from the educators in the unit, but emphasised being close to
the children.
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Data were constructed using observations, video recordings, and field
notes. The observations started in February and continued until June, 2009.
In February and March I only conducted field work in the Shore unit. In April
and May observations were conducted in both of the units and were
completed in June in the Mountain unit.
As already mentioned, most of the children in the study were under
three years of age, and therefore it can be complicated to achieve their
informed consent. Each day, before I started the video recordings I tried to
be aware of the children’s bodily expressions as to whether or not they
wanted me near. I also attempted to be aware of my own bodily
appearance, such as being friendly and at children’s height while video
recording, either sitting on the floor or a chair. I also sometimes asked the
children if they would allow me to video record their play. If I interpreted
their expression to mean that they did not like my presence, I turned
another way or stopped the video recording. Usually, the youngest children
communicated in that manner, especially at the beginning of the study.
Some of the children were interested in looking at the video camera, and
were allowed to look through the lens at their peers, but usually they
quickly grew disinterested and continued their play. Some of the children
did not show any obvious interest.
Altogether, 32 hours of video observations were collected during the
research project. Out of the 32 hours of video recordings, 45 excerpts from
2 to 25 minutes long were transcribed. There were 27 excerpts from the
Shore unit and 20 from the Mountain unit. The criterion for selecting the
video excerpts where that they showed a process of a child’s or children’s
communication in play including interaction with an object or another
participant.
Table 2 gives an overview of the total hours of video recordings and the
number of excerpts with each group of children in the two units that were
used to transcribe and analyse.
Table 2. Video recordings

Video recordings

Shore

Mountain

Total

Hours

19

15

32

Excerpts

27

20

45
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5.3.3 Video observations
Observations using video recordings provide opportunities to observe
people’s actions, where the making of meaning takes place and allows for a
new understanding of interaction between people (Heath, Hindmarsh &
Luff, 2010; Fleer, 2014). Video recordings, more than other observation
methods, enable the possibility to uncover and observe actions and
interactions that occur in real time. Video technology offers the ability to
observe and re-observe the film, to control the speed of the equipment,
and acquire still picture—all making it possible to examine details in the
data and analyse bodily expression and language with a higher level of
scrutiny than before (Flewitt, 2006; Heath, Hindmarsh & Luff, 2010; Walsh,
et al., 2007).
Video recordings have been utilized within various disciplines and as
such have contributed to the paradigm shift in early childhood education
and care, psychology, and sociology of childhood, in which the child is now,
to a greater extent than before, viewed as a competent and actively social
human being (James, 2009; Rayna & Laevers, 2011). Subsequently,
nonverbal communication and subjective experiences of the child are
considered important in the child’s socialisation processes (Sommer, 2012;
Stern, 2003; Trewarthen & Aitken, 2001). Video recordings have various
advantages and limitations which I will address later in this section. In
research where the attempt is to capture young children’s perspectives on
their life-world in preschool, Robson (2011) claims that the main advantage
of video data is that it allows the participants to reflect on their informed
consent, meaning that children can give feedback concerning their
participation in the study. This is a challenging and a debateable issue,
especially in studies with young children. However, this demands sensitivity
on behalf of the researcher regarding children’s communication and
expression.
I used video recordings because the technology enables me to acquire
insights and better understand the complexity in children’s communication.
Based on the phenomenology of Merleau-Ponty, Løkken (2012, p. 77)
emphasises the “lived attention” of the researcher using observations
where the embodied researcher participates in children’s life-worlds.
Hence, my lived body as a researcher is interconnected with the life-worlds
of the children. Pink (2009, p. 105) argues that the camera is not only
directed on the “images” in front of the camera but also is connected to the
person behind it and his or her relations to the world. Thus, the video
camera and the researcher are interwoven. Built on Pinks’s (2009; 2012)

53

Communities in play - Hrönn Pálmadóttir

ideas, Johansson and Løkken (2013) claim that important relations between
the onlooker and the person that is looked on appear, where the
researcher must be sensitive to children’s lived experiences and create
proximity as well as analytic distance.
In the study I used a small handheld digital video camera to follow
children’s actions. At the beginning the attempt was to capture the ongoing
actions in different areas in the playrooms. The purpose was to get an
overview of children’s actions during play and to better understand the
complexity of the sessions. During a play session some children might be
sitting at a table playing with toys or puzzles, while other children are
playing in the home corner or in the small rooms; some of the youngest
children moved around in the playrooms, stopping for a while in various
play areas. Sometimes I followed one or two children into different areas in
the playrooms during the play session. After a while I focused for a longer
period of time on children’s actions in the home corner or in the small
rooms where the children played with diverse toys, such as animals,
houses, and cars. I considered it to provide me with a deeper insight into
children’s actions in different play areas. When the children were playing,
one educator was usually in each of the bigger rooms, assisting the children
if needed, but the children often played by themselves in the small rooms
and I was often the only adult.
Video recordings as an observation method also have certain limitations.
The quality of the recordings is crucial, as both sound and picture can
influence the value of the data (Heath, Hindmarsh & Luff, 2010). The video
lens captures only a small part of the situation under study, and important
parts of the context might be missing. Therefore, it can be beneficial and
increase the trustworthiness of the study to use other methods such as
field notes.
Ostrosky and Mouzourou (2014) argue that there is no common
definition of field notes and that researchers use them differently. Some
use field notes as research journals where daily entries as well as ideas and
questions for further reflections are recorded. Others use the term field
notes for everything that is collected during the research process, including
interviews, video recordings and artefacts. Walsh et al. (2007) claim that
when using video recordings as the main method in a research, field notes
can offer additional important context information as well as an overview
of the recorded situations. In the study, field notes were used as a research
journal during the entire research process. After each day, I wrote a short
description of children’s actions and relationships and the context of the
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video recordings. I also recorded my reflections and thoughts regarding
children’s interactions and issues concerning my own role and interactions
as well as the next step in the process.

5.4 Data analysis
Data analysis includes the process of looking closely at and organizing the
information to increase understanding of the data and to present it to
others. In qualitative research, the phases of data gathering and analysis
often are integrated during the research process. Regardless of which
method of analysis is chosen, it is important to ground the interpretation in
empirical data (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). Hence, in my study the analysis
started during the data construction period. A continual review of the video
recordings was conducted in order to become acquainted with the
material, and to reflect on and make decisions about the next steps in the
research process. The decisions could deal with certain play excerpt that I
wanted to explore further or with following certain children in order to
better understand their communication or relationships. The written field
notes made during the research process were also helpful in clarifying the
context of the children’s interactions.

5.4.1 Transcriptions of the video recordings
Part of the analysis process was to transcribe the video recordings in order
to have a textual record. The transcription process occurred in four
reciprocated phases: (a) I viewed all of the video data and organised it by
rendering the films into excerpts that showed a process of the children’s or
a child’s communication within a play; (b) in the process of rendering and
organizing the data I wrote short descriptions of each excerpt along with
my reflections regarding the children’s interactions; (c) each excerpt was
given a descriptive name related to the actions that the play situation
involved; and (d) all the excerpts were transcribed using the software
program Inscribe (2009). When transcribing video recordings into written
text it is important to be as accurate as possible in the transcriptions, and to
ensure that the written text is related to the focus and aims of the study
(Bucholtz, 2007; Flewitt, 2006; Heikkilä & Sahlström, 2003). In the study,
the transcriptions centred on the children’s actions,—i.e., emotional
expressions, gestures, orientation of the body, sounds, and words—
directed towards their peers’, educator’s and researcher’s reactions. Even
with a special awareness and effort to be precise in the transcriptions, one
cannot capture everything that occurs in children’s non-verbal
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communications and translate it into text. Greve (2007) points out the
importance of comparing the film and the transcriptions during the analysis
process. Transcriptions always include the transcriber’s personal
judgements concerning verbal expressions and how these are turned into
text (Lichtman, 2013; Mason, 2002). Therefore, the text can never be
considered anything other than a reconstruction of what occurred in reality
during the children’s communication (Flewitt, 2006; Johansson, 2011b).
Hermeneutics are used as the main approach to interpret and analyse
the data in this study. Additionally, the organisation and analysis of the data
were inspired by thematic research analysis.

5.4.2 Hermeneutics and thematic analysis
All research is built upon some philosophical assumptions that are often
referred to as the epistemology to which the researcher adheres. This
epistemology includes the researcher’s theories about knowledge and how
it is gained. Hermeneutics is the study of the methodological ideas of
interpretation, and originally deals with interpretation of a text (Crotty,
2006). These ideas originate from the German tradition of hermeneutics,
the Verstehen tradition in sociology, the phenomenology of Alfred Schutz
(1972), and the critiques of scientism and positivism in the social sciences
(Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).
Bengtson (2013b) discusses the integration of life-world phenomenology
and hermeneutics. He claims that they meet in the life-world approach,
where interpretation and understanding are not limited to text, but also
include tools and actions. Life-world hermeneutics endeavour to
understand a text or actions through the meaning that is expressed in the
action or in the text. Children’s life-worlds in preschool are both
intertwined and ambiguous, and therefore it is important to describe both
the wholeness of the life situation and the diversity of meaning in which
children experience the life-worlds.
The hermeneutic circle points to the fact that the interpreter is obligated
both to conventional tradition on one hand, and to the specific object of
interpretation on the other (Schwandt, 1997). Thus, our interpretations and
understanding, observations or descriptions are not free from the
influences of the observer‘s experiences, pre-judgements, or of his or her
personal values and expectations. Bengtson (2013b) claims that it is not
possible to escape the hermeneutic circle as we always already base our
understanding and interpretations through our own state of being in the
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world. But these encounters enable the researcher to investigate and
change the pre-judgement.
The phenomenological approach and Merleau-Ponty’s (1962) theory of
the life-world establish relational conditions for understanding and
interpreting children’s subjective experiences. Accordingly, as previously
mentioned, I use hermeneutics and Gadamer’s (2004) concept of horizon to
think about, reflect on and interpret children’s actions. The concept is
described as being intertwined with the position from which we are
looking, and involves everything that can be observed from a certain
perspective. Interpretation of each other’s interactions always entails
variations. Therefore, children’s and adults’ interactions always involve a
degree of ambiguity with regard to the horizons that are embodied in the
actions (Johansson, 2011b).
The formal analysis process was inspired by thematic analysis. Thematic
analysis, according to Braun and Clark (2006), is a flexible method of
organising and analysing data to identify and describe repeated patterns or
themes within a set. A theme describes important parts of the data
connected to the research questions which correspond to some level of
meaning within the data-set. The analysis of data for this study was not a
linear process, but occurred in reciprocal phases where the themes
gradually grew out of the analysis. The first phase was to read all the
transcripts in detail and identify and code the instances where children
communicated their perspectives connected to each of the research
questions. Then the examples where children’s expressions regarding each
of the research questions became visible were categorised and the initial
codes were collated into themes. The next step entailed defining the
themes and connecting them to the examples in order to better understand
the context of the children’s expressions of their perspectives. Following
this, the themes, transcribed examples and video-recordings were reviewed
in order to check the relationships between the coded extracts and the
entire data set. The final step in the analysis was to write the report, which
included a selection of extract examples that were related to the research
questions and literature.
The analysis of the data is a reciprocal phase where it became necessary
to look steadily at the video recordings in order to scrutinise details and
better understand children’s communication. Sometimes in the
transcriptions the context of a child’s expression was unclear, or the
direction of the gaze and the positions of the body were not clearly evident.
In these instances, the field notes often provided important information
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about the context of the play. In the analysis and presentation of the
findings, emphasis was placed on the communication that took place in the
video recordings, as confirmed by the written descriptions.
It is necessary to point out that all of the original transcriptions are in
Icelandic, which can possibly lead to missing information or meanings
becoming distorted in the English translation. Furthermore, as I have
already emphasised, I can never be certain how the situation truly appears
to the children, although I interpret it using their experiences and
perspectives.

5.5 Trustworthiness and reflexivity
The use of the concepts of reliability, validity, and generalizability in
qualitative research have been criticised and seen as being connected to
the paradigm of positivism. Hatch and Coleman-King (2015) talk instead
about the trustworthiness of data as giving legitimacy to qualitative
research, where the focal point is that multiple meanings exist. In this light,
the concepts of trustworthiness and reflexivity are relevant in my research
project. During the analytical process I was aware of conflicting
interpretations, and attempted in the descriptions of children’s actions to
point to more than one possible meaning of their perspectives.
Trustworthiness of a study, according to Lincoln and Guba (1985),
involves the arguments that the researcher provides to others and to
her/himself to persuade them that the work is worth noting. This means it
is necessary to provide trustworthy descriptions of the findings as
reconstructions and interpretations. The trustworthiness and value of the
research is connected to whether or not the attempt to capture the
phenomenon intended in the study is achieved. This is in turn connected to
the possibilities of answering the questions that have been put forward in
the study.
According to Lichtman (2013), the trustworthiness of the study builds
upon the researcher’s recognition and reflection regarding the assumptions
and possibilities of the researcher’s bias, such as whether or not the
researcher is aware of and sensitive to the way his or her own experience
and history shape the study. In the field work, as well as during the analysis
process, I carefully considered my participation in children’s life-worlds and
attempted to be sensitive to the children’s and the educators’
understanding of my being. As a former preschool teacher I have, to a
certain extent, established assumptions about the field; on the other hand,
I have been a preschool teacher educator for a long time, and so can be
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considered as having an “outsider” perspective that also influences my
views and interpretations of children’s actions. During the field work as well
during the analysis process I endeavoured to be aware of these factors and
their impact on the construction of the data.
Furthermore, in order to ensure the trustworthiness of my data, the
field notes were used as a research journal where children’s interactions
and relationships were described, along with the context of the play
session. The field notes were also utilized for reflections and questions
regarding my understanding and interpretation of the children’s
interactions and my role therein. Furthermore, to ensure the
trustworthiness of the data, it was also important to play back the video
recordings and compare them with the written transcriptions.
The concept of reflexivity is usually connected with the researcher’s
presence and critical reflections in the research process and the role of the
researcher (Degotardi, 2011; Lichtman, 2013). It concerns the mutual
impact of the researcher on the issue under study and vice versa. Thus,
reflexivity acknowledges the mutual relationships between the researcher
and the participants in the study. Degotardi (2011) argues that reflexivity
requires researchers to think about their own thinking in order to make
visible the different roles of the researcher and others in the creation and
construction of research knowledge. During the research process I used the
field notes to reflect on my experiences in the field. These reflections
centred on my daily interactions with the children, often in regard to my
“here and now” responses, and whether these responses were ethically
“right.” My reflections also examined questions of participation in and the
development of relationships, and if there were a clash between the role of
the researcher and the pedagogical work. Thus, these reflections in the field
notes functioned as a learning process involving my personal evaluations
and feelings, as well as solving problems and making decisions regarding
the next steps in the research project.

5.6 Ethical issues
Researchers have ethical obligations towards the participants in a study, no
matter their age. The main obligations are to handle people with respect
for their integrity and as human beings (Alderson, 2014). Thus, ethical
questions are a part of the research from the very beginning and continuing
throughout the entire research process. Understanding ethics as a continual
process has been highlighted in studies with vulnerable subjects
(Einarsdóttir, 2007; Fern & Kristinsdóttir, 2011). Young children as
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participants in research can be seen as vulnerable subjects and as being
dependent upon adults in a research situation. Hatch and Coleman-King
(2015) argue that the use of visual technology in research with young
children demands extra care during the process, as well as the way in which
data are presented. Video recordings can be intrusive into children’s lives
and privacy. These video recordings are a real time observation, and
demand care regarding the preservation of the recordings during the
research process, as well as properly erasing these recordings when the
research is complete. Decisions about the presentation or publication of the
video data have to be based on ethical considerations in order to secure
children’s privacy and confidentiality. To ensure confidentiality and privacy
in this project, the video recordings were only used during the data
analysis; they were not reported with the research results.
Ethics also pivot on the standards and codes included in Icelandic laws
on research with human subjects, as well as good ethical conduct and
regulations about personal protection. Data in the study were handled
according to laws on the protection of privacy, where emphasis is placed on
not giving the name of the preschool or any personal information about the
children in the presentation of the study (Lög um persónuvernd & meðferð
persónuupplýsinga 77/2000). Informed consent was obtained from the
municipal authorities, the preschool principal, the educators, and parents.
All of the parents agreed on behalf of their children, and during the study
emphasis was also placed on obtaining the children’s assent for
participation throughout the study.
Access to the research participants has traditionally been determined by
adults. In childhood research, children’s participation and rights to consent
and assent are stressed, as well as their rights to impact the
implementation of the research (Bae, 2009; Dockett, Einarsdóttir & Perry,
2012). One critical question is whether and how it is possible to give young
children satisfactory information regarding research. Children and adults
occupy different positions of power, which can influence children in giving
their real consent (Einarsdóttir, 2007; Robson, 2011). Seeking assent from
young children can be problematic, as it is possible to argue that young
children’s assent to the presence of the researcher should not necessarily
be understood as consent to have their data reported. Further, it also can
be argued that young children are unable to provide informed consent as
they are likely to be unaware of the ways in which the data will be used.
However, research with children demands ethical awareness where the
researcher is responsible for interpreting children’s expressions regarding
their assent or dissent. With young children, this may involve paying close
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attention to children’s bodily communication (Dockett, Einarsdóttir & Perry,
2012; Løkken, 2012). Each day, before I started the video recordings I tried
to be aware of the children’s bodily expressions as to whether or not they
wanted me near. The children in my study sometimes indicated that they
felt uncomfortable with my presence. Although all of the parents had given
their consent on behalf of their children, I considered it important to listen
to the children’s own voices and respond accordingly. When I interpreted
children’s expressions to mean that they did not want to participate, I left
or looked another way. As the study went on, the children’s behaviour
changed, and they did not express dissatisfaction with my presence, which
might indicate that the research process is a relational process. Sørensen
(2014) argues that the role of the researcher is an ethically informed
position where the researcher has to be certain of children’s continued
assent throughout the study.
A research process involving young children can raise ethical questions
regarding relationships, interactions and children’s safety (Dockett,
Einarsdóttir & Perry, 2009; Einarsdóttir, 2007). As a researcher being
involved in children’s life-worlds over several months, I became a part of
the children’s world and began to develop mutual relationships with them.
This was one example of how the research process became an emotional
process for me as a researcher as well as for the children. The research
process requires decisions regarding “here and now” actions and reflections
on participation in the children’s life-worlds as well as one’s own role as a
researcher. Hence, it brings out questions of how to end the study and
leave the field. My strategy for leaving was to visit the preschool less often
during the final phase than I had in the beginning. According to Bogdan and
Biklen (2007), this can be a good psychological approach to help ease the
transition out of the field for both the researcher and the children. One
cannot be certain whether this strategy worked or not, but at least it was
an honest attempt.
.
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6 Overview of findings
This research aimed to deepen the understanding of young children’s
perspectives of their communities in play in the preschool setting. The
specific focus was on issues of importance for the children in creating playcommunities; that is the communication and relationships with peers, the
educators, as well as the researcher. To achieve this four studies were
conducted, each of them focusing on children’s perspectives on different
aspects of their communities of play. Here the main research question −in
order to create communities during play sessions, what do young children in
one Icelandic preschool find important and how do they communicate and
express their perspectives? – is answered by describing the findings of the
four studies. The findings are based on my empirical data from the four
studies, outlined together with short examples from the articles describing
children’s communication in the play sessions. First, the findings from each
of the four studies are presented, and finally the key themes across the four
studies are illustrated.

6.1 Study I
The first article, “Yngstu Leikskólabörnin: Samfélag í Leik” [“The Youngest
Preschool Children: Communities of Play”], co-authored with my supervisor
Jóhanna Einarsdóttir, was published in Uppeldi og Menntun (see
Pálmadóttir & Einarsdóttir, 2012).
In this study, data were constructed in the group called Shore unit with
children one and two years of age. Children’s meaning-making in acting
towards each other in play and the effects of their actions on their
interactions were explored. The focus was on understanding how the
children communicated and expressed their desires to play with their peers.
The participation in each other’s life-worlds demanded that the children
construct meaning and context with their actions. The following example
describes the communication that took place between the children in one
of the play sessions.
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Anna (2.4), Sara (2.0), and Tomas (1.4) are in one of the big
playrooms. Anna and Sara are walking around with doll prams.
Tomas is sitting in a low chair with a ball in his lap, watching
the girls. Suddenly, Anna falls over Tomas, but immediately she
chucks his cheek kindly and smiles. Tomas smiles and extends
the ball towards Anna, who turns back to continue playing with
Sara. Tomas throws the ball away, looks miserable, and gazes
at the researcher and then at the educator.
In the study three main approaches that illustrate children’s meaningmaking in their interactions in play sessions were found: (a) to start to play,
(b) to maintain play, and (c) to join the play.
To start to play
Children communicated their desires to start playing with their peers
through bodily expression such as movements, and positions of the body,
gestures, gazes, sounds, and words. The children attempted to present
themselves to peers, and gazing played an important role in creating
relationships and a mutual ground essential in order to begin playing.
To maintain play
Children’s participation in play demanded that they recognised each other
through mutual playful actions. When children succeeded in initiating play
their excitement and pleasure were visible through their expressions.
Within the context it was important to create new elements for their peers
to respond to and to sustain the mutual focus for play, which often
appeared to be a difficult task.
To join the play
Children’s playful actions often attracted other children’s attention. In
order to engage in play that a child or children had already started, it was
important to know the codes of play; that is, to present one’s own
intentions as well as to respect the other’s perspective and rights to the
play arena and the toys. The children who were playing together often
seemed to experience other children’s entering as a threat to their
interactive space.
Important issues regarding children’s experiences and whether or not
their intentions were recognised by their peers seemed to be connected to
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their experience and relationship within the group. This provided children
with power that was used to influence who was included in the play and
who was excluded. Although the younger children often demonstrated
their competence in expressing their desires to start playing, their
vulnerability appeared when their voices were not heard by their peers.

6.2 Study II
The second article, “Young Children’s Communication and Expression of
Values during Play Sessions in Preschool”, was co-authored with my cosupervisor Eva Johansson and published in Early Years: An International
Research Journal (see Pálmadóttir & Johansson, 2015).
In the study, data were constructed through observations, video
recordings, and field notes with children in both units: Shore and Mountain.
Study II aimed to explore how young children between one and three years
old communicate and prioritise values in order to create and be a part of a
community during play session in an Icelandic preschool. Furthermore, it
aimed to investigate the value conflicts that might occur and how the
children resolve such conficts. Children’s interwoven bodily and verbal
communications are considered as their experiences and creation of
meanings of good and bad or right and wrong regarding their own or
others’ behaviours. The following example shows how the children
interpreted each other’s bodily expression with eye contact in the centre of
the communication.
Alex (1,11) and Robert (2,6) are sitting together in a corner in
one of the big playrooms. Alex is holding a wrench, and Robert
is trying to take it from his hand. He stops and reaches out
towards Alex and gazes at him with a sad expression on his
face. Alex gazes back while holding the wrench away from
Robert. Now Robert looks at the other children in the room,
and Alex starts to use the wrench to pretend to mend a
wooden pram. When Robert gazes at Alex again, Alex
immediately hides the wrench behind his back. The boys gaze
intensively and quietly at each other for a while. When other
children in the room draw Robert’s attention, Alex starts using
the tool again. After a short while, he hands the wrench to
Robert, who begins to mend the pram as Alex had done. Alex
watches him and looks excited. He fetches a small shovel and
puts it beside Robert, who starts mending it.
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In the study five main patterns, were found that illuminate children’s
communication and expression of important values during their play were
found: (a) rights and ownership, (b) the well-being of others, (c) a sense of
belonging, (d) confronting others’ perspectives, and (e) uniting different
perspectives. The five patterns identified are linked to two main value fields
that were communicated within children’s play: values that were
individually oriented and values that were collectively oriented. In the play,
the children attempted to unite or confront these different perspectives.
Rights and ownership
The findings indicate that the values of rights and ownership were
important and meaningful for children’s interactions in play, especially in
regard to play areas and toys. The children expressed rights to play and
ownership of toys. Being the first child to reach the play area and the first
to have a toy seemed to provide children with ownership, and it was
important for the children to respect the rights of others.
Well-being of others
Values that were connected to children’s awareness regarding the wellbeing of others were from the perspectives of the children being kind and
caring for others. The values were expressed towards both their peers and
their educators.
A sense of belonging
The children indicated the importance of their communities with their
communication. They prioritised values that involved togetherness and
sharing the world of play with their peers. A toy could serve as a tool for
reciprocity when a child gave a toy to another child, indicating that he/she
wanted to play. Other values that the children expressed involved concern
for the educators and for their peers. The children took on the
responsibility of maintaining order, as emphasised by the educators, and
guiding their peers who were not following the rules in play sessions.
Confronting other’s perspectives
During play, the children confronted each other’s perspectives and
priorities of values, sometimes resulting in conflicts. The values that were
communicated could also be in opposition to values that were prioritised
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either within the group of children or emphasised by the educators. The
children sometimes experienced a toy in another child’s hand as an
opportunity for creating a mutual ground for play. This might result in
conflict, although the intention often seemed to be to create a relationship
and togetherness with a peer. Power became a value dimension when
children’s right to play and ownership of toys were challenged.
Uniting different perspectives
The resolution of value conflicts involved children trying to clarify their
views and to unite different perspectives that arose in their interactions.
Children often defended their rights and attempted to negotiate with their
peers. The children seemed to use a gaze to clarify their own intentions and
prioritise values, to defend different values, and to interpret each other’s
perspectives. Some of the children in the groups were in a vulnerable
position regarding other children’s actions and did not defend their rights.
Children’s relationships and emerging friendships seemed to influence the
resolution of conflicts, and the children managed to create a mutual ground
for their interaction in play.

6.3 Study III
The third article, “Young Children’s View of the Role of the Educators in
their Play,” co-authored with my supervisor Jóhanna Einarsdóttir, was
published in Early Child Development and Care, (see Pálmadóttir &
Einarsdóttir, 2015),
Data were constructed through observations, video recordings, and field
notes with children in both units: Shore (one–two years old) and Mountain
(two–three years old). The aim was to explore young children’s
perspectives of the role and pedagogy of educators in preschool play
sessions, and whether or not they experienced the educators’ actions as
resources for their play. The following example describes how the children
invited an educator into their play.
Nicholas (2,7), Laura (2,4), Rose (2,8), and Simon (2,11) are in
one of the big playrooms putting some railway tracks together.
The children start to walk around making happy sounds, and
using the railway tracks as lollipops. Suddenly, Nicholas sits
down on the floor and starts to bark. Laura drops the ‘lollypop’
and grips his sweater and says, ‘Doggy?’ in a soft voice. They
start to ‘walk the dog’, and Rose and Simon watch. The dog
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takes blocks from the floor with its mouth and puts them on
the tables. The children enter the other big playroom, walking
in the direction of the educator who claims that the ‘dog cave’
is in the other playroom. The children return back, and Rose
says to Simon, ‘Doggy’, to which he responds by crouching on
all fours. Rose takes his sweater and they walk into the other
playroom as Nicholas and Laura did before. The educator asks
whether the children have finished playing with the wooden
train, and if so, they have put it into the box again. The ‘walk
the dog play’ stops and the children walk back and start to put
the train into the box, humming a ‘collect the play material’
song with cheerful voices.
Four main patterns emerged in the study and are considered as
expressions of children’s lived experiences that were interwoven in their
interactions. These patterns serve to illustrate children’s perspectives on
the roles of the educators in their play: (a) assistance in play situations and
with play materials, (b) confirmation of competence, (c) support connected
to social interactions, and (d) participation in play and playful actions.
Assistance in play situations and with play materials
The children seemed to experience that the educators were in control of
important conditions for their play, as the educators decided the location of
the play materials and where the play should take place. The youngest
children often circled around a high table or, by using sounds and gazing at
the toys communicated their wish to be lifted up to a chair. Therefore, the
younger children were dependent on the educators’ support to get to and
from the high tables, as the educators placed toys on the tables for the
children. The children also wanted an educator’s assistance getting toys
that were kept out of reach. In the Mountain unit, the children had more
access to the toys, but the educators decided how many children would be
in each play area and emphasised that children should not be moving
between play areas during the play session.
Confirmation of competence
In the eyes of the children, it was important that the educators were
emotionally involved and confirmed their subjective world. The children
sought the educators’ confirmation concerning their competence in play
and personal recognition. The children seemed to experience different
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involvements by the educators in the two units. The younger children’s
competence of handling toys was often confirmed in the Shore untit. While
the older children in the Mountain unit seemed to experience that the
involvement of the educators was predominantly as supporters regarding
external conditions and play materials.
Support connected to social interactions
The children wanted the educators’ support in different phases of the play,
such as starting play, maintaining play, and joining play. A toy could be used
as a tool for reciprocity to create mutual ground between children. A toy in
the hands of one child fascinated another child and caused conflicts in
which educators’ support was required, by either one or both of the
children. Different perspectives of the children and educators might arise.
From children’s perspectives, the actions often seemed to represent their
approach to relating and interacting with their peers. The educators
emphasised often that the children were to share and exchange toys.
Children’s competence appeared when they expressed their intentions, but
at the same time, their vulnerability emerged when they were not able to
resolve conflicts on their own and when the educators’ approaches did not
seem to align with the children’s intentions.
Participation in play and playful actions
The children seemed to consider it important that the educators
participated in their play and playful actions. They often wanted the
educators to be involved and to participate and share the experiences and
joy of a play. Thus, the children tried to create mutual ground with the
educators through their communication within a play theme. Children’s
expression with their bodies sometimes inspired the educators to become
involved in children’s subjective worlds, and recognise their experiences.
Thus the children and the educators created an intersubjective space for
their playful interaction, and the active participation of the educator
extended children’s experiences.
The four patterns illustrating the roles of the educators in children’s play
are linked to two main dimensions that were important for children’s
experiences of the educators as resources for their play: (a) emotional
closeness and (b) emotional distance. The different dimensions influenced
children’s opportunities to have their voices heard and to create an
intersubjective space in their life-worlds.
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The first dimension, emotional closeness appeared as the educators’
emotional involvement and responses to children’s life-worlds. The
prevailing ethos in the play sessions was characterised by reciprocity and
the educators’ actions were oriented towards children’s subjective worlds.
The educators recognised children’s experiences, and through active
participation, they created an intersubjective space through playful action
and extended children’s experiences.
The second dimension, emotional distance included situations where the
educators were emotionally reserved regarding children’s subjective worlds
in the play sessions. Contrasting perspectives that influenced the
intersubjective process between the children and the educators appeared.
When the children attempted to involve the educators in their play and
playful actions, the educators’ responses were mostly to emphasise rules
regarding the external conditions of the play.

6.4 Study IV
The fourth article, co-authored with my supervisor Jóhanna Einarsdóttir,
“Video Observations of Children’s Perspectives on their Lived Experiences:
Challenges in the Relations between the Researcher and Children,” is
forthcoming in the European Early Childhood Education Research Journal
(see Pálmadóttir & Einarsdóttir, 2015).
The study aimed to explore the encounter between the researcher and
the children and challenges that the researcher faced throughout the
research process. The focus was on how the video recordings that
comprised the main research method provided insights into the
relationships between the researcher and the children. The findings reveal
that video recordings as a method have considerable potential to provide
insights into young children’s lived experiences. Hence, relationships and
ethical reflections are a part of the research process. Challenging situations
sometimes occurred where the children confronted the educators’ rules
about the use of the toys as the example below illustrates.
Four girls, Kristin (2.0), Johanna (2.2), Hanna (2.4), and Linda
(2.4), are playing in the home corner. Hanna is sitting at a small
table playing with a computer. Linda is walking around in a
dress and high-heeled shoes. Kristin sits in a doll’s pram, and
Johanna walks around with her pushing the pram. Kristin
stands up and takes a doll bed, turns it upside down, and tries
to use it as a slide. The girls gaze at Kristin, and Hanna says,
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‘This is not allowed.’ They walk towards Kristin, emphasising
this perspective by waving their fists in a threatening gesture
towards her face. Kristin gazes, determined, at the girl’s faces,
and then she climbs on the bed again and slides down. She
happily encourages Johanna to join her, and after a while
Johanna tries to slide also. They rotate in their play, repeating
when the other one is sliding, ‘Take care not to fall down.’
In the study three main patterns that illuminate the relationships and
the challenges the researcher faced during the research were identified: (a)
children’s assent, (b) exploration of the researcher’s role, and (c) involving
the researcher in play.
Children’s assent
Some of the younger children demonstrated with their bodies and words
that they did not want the researcher to be near them, especially at the
beginning of the research process. Thus the ambiguity of the children’s lifeworlds might appear, as they showed competence in expressing their own
views, while at the same time their vulnerability appears regarding
participation in a study. Despite obtaining parents’ consent beforehand on
behalf of their children to participate, it was considered important to
respect children’s perspectives and to respond accordingly to the “here and
now” interpretation. Children’s behaviour towards the researcher changed
after a while, which pointed to the creation of a relationship over time and
possibly children’s experience and understanding of the role of the
researcher.
Exploring the role of the researcher
The children used different approaches for exploring the researcher role
and relating to the researcher during the research process. Many of the
younger children were interested and active in creating a relationship,
while the older ones were more interested in exploring whether the
researcher was following the rules that the educators emphasised in the
group. As the research progressed, the children seemed to acknowledge
through their experiences the researcher’s role as different from the
educators.
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Involving the researcher in play
The children in both groups involved the researcher in their life-worlds
when they seemed to experience that the educators’ responses were not in
harmony with their intentions or when they lacked support in their play.
The children’s actions sometimes challenged the researcher’s involvement
as the children were confronting the educator’s rules about the use of the
toys and when playing a “risky play.”
Table 3. Summary of the findings

Study I

Study II

Study III

Study IV

Children’s approaches
that illustrated
children’s meaningmaking in their play
situations:

Children’s communication and
expression of
important values:

Children’s lived
experiences of the
educators
involvement:

Children’s and
researcher
encounter:

 To start a play
 To maintain a play
 To join a play

 Rights and
ownership
 Well-being of
others
 A sense of
belonging
 Confronting
other’s
perspectives
 Uniting different
perspectives

 Assistance in play
and with play
material
 Confirmation of
competence
 Support connected
to social
interactions
 Participation in play
and playful actions
 Emotional
closeness
 Emotional distance

 Children’s
assent
 Exploring the
role of the
researcher
 Involving the
researcher in
play

6.5 Integration of findings
Here the overall picture of the findings from the four studies is outlined.
Children’s communication and expression were built upon intersubjective
processes including peers, educators, and the researcher. Three key themes
where contrasting perspectives appeared were identified across the four
studies. Children’s communities of play provided an arena for the following
issues: (a) relationships versus rejection; (b) commitment versus unequal
power relations; and (c) closeness versus distance.
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6.5.1 Relationships – rejection
Revisiting the findings in all of the four studies reveals that the play sessions
were a desirable and challenging arena to create relationships, with peers,
educators, and the researcher. Children’s participation in each other’s lifeworlds demanded they create meaning about what they considered
important, and interpret other’s meanings. Children’s bodily expression
was a predominant factor in their meaning-making. The use of the gaze
within the play seemed to be especially important in children’s
communication and expression. The gaze indicated a mutual ground for
play, to clarify own views, and interpret other’s perspectives as well as
negotiate about different perspectives. The children also gazed towards the
educators or the researcher when when they wanted confirmation or their
intentions were rejected.

6.5.2 Commitment − unequal power relations
Important values in children’s communities comprised commitment of
values that were either individually directed or collective. The individual
values included rights and ownership. The collective values involved wellbeing of others, and belonging to and sharing the world of play with others,
including the peers and the educator’s. The play required the children to
create a mutual ground where they presented their individual perspective
and responded to those of others. Thus the play demanded the children to
unite different perspectives. The children often used toys as a tool of
reciprocity to express their intentions to play. During the play the children
also confronted other’s prioritized values and value conflicts arose, where
toys were often involved. The interaction was not always easy to resolve for
all the children. Children’s relationships and age provided them with power
that might be used to include and exclude the peers from play or confront
other’s peer’s perspectives and rights. Some of the children defended their
rights while others seemed to be in a vulnerable position within the group.
Thus, the children experienced their possibilities of being part of the
communities differently.

6.5.3 Closeness − distance
The children gave meaning to the educator’s as well as the researcher’s
roles during the play sessions. The children often indicated that they
wanted the educator’s closeness to their subjective worlds in play.
However, they seemed to accept to a great extent the involvement and the
role that the educators played in the play sessions. Some of the children
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took on the responsibility to guide their younger playmates when they
challenged the rules and order emphasised by the educators. However, the
children often seemed to experience the educators as distant in the play
sessions. Children’s vulnerability became evident when the educators
overlooked or showed distance from children’s perspectives.
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7 Discussion and conclusion
In this chapter, I reflect upon the overall findings of the research, using the
previously presented theories and prior research. Thereafter, some
methodological challenges are addressed, and implications, limitations, and
strength of the study discussed. Recommendations for further research are
also indicated.
In the discourse about early childhood education and care, and whether
or not preschool is an appropriate place for young children, it is not enough
to explore curriculum documents, ambitious policy-papers about
educational goals, or preschool educators’ views on children’s interaction in
play. Children’s perspectives on their lived experiences in preschool have to
be explored as well and be considered as an important part of the
discourse.

7.1 Children’s perspectives on relationships
Creating relationships with their peers was highly valued among the
children. This demanded construction of meaning and context, as well as
negotiation about a meaning. Based on the findings of the research
children’s emerging relationships seemed to create spaces for
intersubjectivity. Children’s interactions and their creation of communities
in play occurred across time, providing a reminder of the importance of
time – both in children’s interactions and in the research process.
The play sessions motivated the children to take actions and make sense
out of the lived experiences. The children communicated multiple meanings
through various bodily expressions as they shared their perspectives
regarding the creation of their communities in play (see in art. I-II-III-IV).
Therefore, the play sessions occurred as a complex arena of intertwined
relationships, where meaning-making and interpretation of the world
around appeared. The findings of the research provide opportunities to
discuss the centrality of the body in children’s meaning-making, as well as
in the methodological approach taken in the study. The findings reveal that
a child’s participation in play included the possibility that other children
interpreted his/her intentions differently or rejected the child’s perspective.
For example, in study I, a one-year-old boy showed his competence and
used a ball as a tool for reciprocity when inviting a peer to play. At the same
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time, he demonstrated his vulnerability by expressing tensions and gazing
towards an adult when the peer rejected his intentions. This reflects
Merleau-Ponty’s (1962) view that interactions between people involve
emotional ambiguity expressed through the body.
Gaze and eye contact were crucial in children’s interactions. They served
the purposes of creating relationships, clarifying own intentions, and
prioritising values, defending different values, and interpreting each other’s
perspectives. In this way, gaze became an important dimension in children’s
creation of a mutual ground for their play, such as how to indicate a play,
maintain a play with peers, and enter a play. For instance, a child might
direct the gaze to a peer who was already playing before trying to join (see
art. I). Gaze was also important when the children negotiated about a toy,
or they directed the gaze towards a toy in the hand of a peer, before
grasping it. The children also oriented the gaze towards educators or the
researcher when seeking their involvement in the play (see art. I-II-III).
Thus, children’s bodily actions towards the world reflected their lived
experiences of how the world appeared for them. Consequently it is
possible to argue that the body is a voice of the child. This is in harmony
with studies revealing that various bodily expression create important
premises for building relationships (Engdahl, 2011), and through the
movements of the body young children create mutual meaning connected
to the experience of being together (Løkken 2000a, 2000b). As put forward
in the theoretical framework for the study – based on the phenomenology
of Merleau-Ponty (1962) and Buytendijk’s (see Åm, 1989) – the children
expressed their existence in the world through movements of the body.
Thus, children’s movements are a part of and support children’s creation of
their communities in play. This study confirms that play and playful actions
are important vehicles in children’s creation of relationships in the
preschool. Educators and researchers’ awareness of bodily communication
and expression can provide a window to these.

7.2 Children’s perspectives on values
The intersubjective processes that appeared in children’s life-worlds in the
play sessions and the relationships that develop through their participation
were important for the quality of the social actions. The children
communicated values that were prioritised within the group, comprising
commitments regarding two value fields. The individual values involved
children’s rights to play and their ownership of toys, while the collective
values involved children’s concerns for the well-being of others and the
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possibility to belong to the communities of play, involving the peers and the
educators. The findings of the research reveal that collective values that
were expressed towards the peers involved the importance of creating
togetherness and sharing the world of play. The children expressed concern
for their educators and their peers. Based on the findings of this study it can
be concluded that young children are concerned about others, and take on
the responsibility to maintain and include the values that they experience in
their life-worlds to create their communities in play. Thus, the children
expressed values that can be connected to democratic values. This supports
previous research by Johansson (2009, 2011b) demonstrating that young
children prioritise rights and care for others’ well-being in their play.
However, the current research also showed that the children confronted
other’s perspectives and prioritising values, and conflicts arose when the
value of power appeared as a part of children’s relationsships when
creating a community in play.

7.2.1 Value conflicts and power relations
In children’s encounter in play multiple meanings occurred, sometimes
resulting in tensions between contrasting perspectives. This, in turn, might
influence children’s possibilities of having their voices heard within play
(see art. I-II-III). The findings of this research indicate that the children
considered the play sessions as an area for creating relationships, but also
an opportunity to acquire a position within the group. At times, the values
of care and well-being of others, as well as togetherness and individual
rights, were challenged. Power was used to confront the other’s rights to
ownership of toys and reject the peer’s participation in play. Thus, unequal
power relations emerged in children’s encounter with each other. Some of
the children defended their rights while others, often the younger children,
seemed to be in a vulnerable position. This is in harmony with studies
revealing that children’s close relationships and friendships, ages, initiation
of the play, and experiences in preschool are important conditions for
participation in communities of play (Greve, 2009; Grindheim, 2011), and
shows children’s understandings of one another (Dunn, 2004).
Furthermore, studies reveal that children use power to include and exclude
peers from their communities (Johansson, 2011a; Løkken, 2000a; Löfdahl,
2010). Concequently, the creation of communities in play is a complex
arena where children experience their possibilities of belonging to the
communities differently.
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In conflict situations between the children where toys were involved and
the educators’ support were required, children and educators’ different
perspectives might occur. From the participating children’s perspectives,
the conflicts often seemed to have a social purpose and reflect their
approaches to relate to, and indicate a play with the peer. While the
educators might interpret the interactions as disputes over play materials
and emphasised the skills of sharing and taking turns without supporting
children’s relationships further. Thus, the ambiguity of children’s life-worlds
appeared and different horizons influenced the intersubjective processes
and learning. Other studies suggest that educators’ support concerning
children’s interactions in play is crucial for children’s meaning-making and
learning (Bae, 2009; Løkken, 2009; Emilson & Johansson, 2009). The
findings of the research indicate that play sessinons are valuable arenas for
children to create relationships and learn values. The value conflicts
appeared to be especially important, including children’s confrontation of
each other’s perspectives, which required the children to clarify their views.
The Icelandic curriculum guidelines for preschool emphasise democratic
values in which children are supposed to learn through their participation in
play (Ministry of Education, Science, and Culture, 2011). Therefore, it is the
educator‘s responsibility to reflect on young children’s learning in play and
develop pedagogy for values education that brings together children‘s lifeworlds through a shared process of intersubjectivity.

7.3 Children’s perspectives on educators’ role
The children in both of the units seemed to experience the play sessions to
some extent as child directed in which the educators were active facilitators
regarding external conditions for the play. The children seemed to accept to
a great extent the role that the educators played in making decisions
concerning their play situations as well as assisting them in various
circumstances. This harmonises with studies in which older children’s
perspectives on the educator’s role have been explored, and children find
educators important in supporting the play, such as helping to solve
conflicts and finding peers to play with (Sandberg, 2002; Kragh-Müller &
Isbell, 2011). However, children’s lived experiences regarding the
educators’ roles and involvement in their play seemed to reflect to some
extent the pedagogical emphasis in each of the units (see art. I-II-III). The
children in the Shore unit (one to two years) had opportunities to move
around in the playrooms when they were playing on the floor or sitting at
high tables playing with toys. The involvement of the educators was
primarily to take care of the children, offer them with toys, providing
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assistance in getting to and from the high tables, as well as supporting the
children in conflict situations.
The children in the Mountain unit (two to three years) seemed to
experience the prevailing roles and involvement of the educators as taking
care of the rules and order around children’s play. This included that the
children were supposed to play in small groups on predetermined places
during the play session. The variations in the educator’s involvements and
roles in the two units might be explained by the age of the children. This
indicates that the children in the Shore unit were not viewed as active and
competent in social interactions and therefore the emphasis was to support
their play with handling toys, as well as provide children with the
opportunity to move between play areas. Thus, the roles of educators in
children’s play might point to views that are connected to the notion that
young children’s play and playful actions are not connected to meaningful
interaction, but rather considered as stages in children’s motor
development (Hangaard Rasmussen, 1996; Løkken, 2009). However,
children’s lived experiences in both of the units regarding the educators’
involvement in their play and playful actions were in keeping with other
studies that have shown that older children in preschool recognise it as the
educator’s role and pedagogical approach to keep them busy and to wait
on the side lines to see if support is needed (Einarsdottir, 2014b;
Kyrönlampi-Kylmänen & Määttä, 2011). Furthermore, the educator’s
prevailing role and involvement might also be clarified by the Nordic
ideology built upon a “romantic” view of childhood, which holds that
children should learn through their play experiences without too much
involvement of educators (Wagner & Einarsdóttir, 2006). Hence, it is
possible to argue that young children’s perspectives and contribution in a
social context might be overlooked and not supported.

7.3.1 Resources in play
The findings of this study reveal that children give meaning to their lived
experiences with educators in situations of play. Interpretation of these
interactions provided clues as to whether or not the children experienced
their educators as a resource in their play. If the educators’ actions were
characterised by emotional closeness to the children’s subjective worlds,
then the children expressed pleasure and excitement. If, on the other hand,
the educators’ actions were characterised by emotional distance and an
overlooking of the children’s perspectives, then the educators’ actions
often contrasted with the children’s intentions. These findings are in line
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with studies exploring older preschool children’s perspectives on educators’
involvement in play, emphasising that the educators understood the
content of the play before they interfered (Hjort, 1996), and knowing what
contributes to children’s conflicts (Kragh-Müller & Isbell, 2011). The results
of this study imply that it is a pedagogical challenge to take part in
intersubjective processes with children in order to support their
communities in play. Inspired by Bengtson (2013a), the importance of
building bridges between children’s life-worlds and educators is argued.
The research findings show that the children seemed to understand the
order of the settings, including the roles and power positions connected
with age of peers and adults. Some of the children took on the
responsibility to maintain the order and rules emphasised by the educators
and guide their peers. In a study by Karlsson (2014), responsibility, care, and
respect were identified to be democratic values when older preschool
children supported each other within their communities, and respected
educators’ rules and positions. In Johansson’s (1999, 2009, 2011b) studies,
it is pointed out that children appear to prioritise values according to what
is relevant in their respective life-worlds and preschool settings.
In the study, children seem to interpret rules as a way to uphold the
order of the preschool and to show concern for their educators. However, it
is worth discussing whether the children’s efforts in taking on the
responsibility of the educators might be interpreted as their approach to
receive a power position within the group, since educators traditionally
take the more powerful position. In this light, it is important that educators
reflect on the prevailing values and the power relations that are embedded
in the setting, and how they are mediated and practiced in the preschool.

7.4 Methodological challenges
The phenomenological approach opens up multiple understandings of
children’s life-worlds, as well as possibilities for children to have their voices
be heard. A focal point in the study is that multiple meanings exist, and that
children and researchers experience their life-worlds in various ways.
In the two phenomenological theories by Merleau-Ponty (1962) and
Bujtendijk (1933; see Åm, 1989), described in Figure 1 (p.34), the concepts;
lived body, lived experiences, ambiguity, intersubjectivity, movement, and
play are put forward to conceptualize children’s perspectives. The approach
is explorative and connected to the lived encounters. It demands openness
and yet distance in the research process, and interprets between the part
and the whole. Gadamer’s (2004) concept of horizon demonstrates the
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methodological principles of interpretation. The manner in which children’s
perspectives are presented in research indicates a close connection
between a child’s perspective and adult participation in children’s lifeworlds. It is critical to understand how far one can go in interpreting
children’s communications, intentions, and making of meaning. The
concept of horizon describes the perceptions that result from a person’s
bodily being in the world, which is interconnected with the perspectives
from where a person looks. The concept of horizon indicates that the
researcher and the children share an intersubjective space, which
simultaneously encourage the researcher to be aware of the shared spaces
and the differences in their life-worlds. Ambiguity is always involved in the
presenting of children’s perspectives, and so researchers can never be
certain as to what appears for the child. Merleau-Ponties’s (1962) theory
points out that with all interactions there is the possibility of multiple
meanings and interpretations.
Contradictions always arise when adults step into children’s worlds and
try to speak on their behalf. It is important to recognise that the
researcher’s history, horizon including his or her personal experiences,
personality, and ideological stance influence how he or she will interpret
children’s expressions. During my professional life—formerly as a preschool
teacher, and currently as a preschool teacher educator and researcher in
the field of ECEC—my focus and interests have centred upon children’s
communication in play. This background may have influenced my
encounter in the preschool, as well as my interpretations of children’s
intentions during their play. However, I endeavoured to be aware of my
role as a person interested in children’s play, being friendly, but different
from the other adults in the units. In the methodological chapter of the
thesis, I have provided detailed descriptions to inform the reader about
how the research was carried out. These descriptions are provided in order
to meet the study’s demands for trustworthiness and reflexivity.
My centrality to the children’s life-worlds became an important issue in
the research, influencing my role and my construction of the data. Although
the focus in the research project is communication among children, the
video recordings made it possible to observe the children’s actions directed
toward me as I held the camera. Thus, I (the researcher) was united with
the video camera, and my experiences during the observations influenced
the research decisions, as well as my responses to the children’s
interactions and my interpretation of the data. This is in line with Pink’s
(2009, 2012) ideas that the camera is not only directed toward the one who
is observed, but it also influences the observer’s relationship to the world.
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Video technology is becoming a regular part of children’s lives, and the
cameras are smaller than they were in the past. The video camera made it
possible for me to have eye contact with the children as I recorded. This
might have influenced some relationships, as the children in the study were
generally more interested in relating to me and exploring my role than in
the camera. Thus, the researcher is no longer behind the camera as Løkken
(2012) have described former. These changes provide opportunities and are
also challenging and require reflection on the ethical issues of researchers’
involvement in children’s life-worlds, such as interpretations of children’s
assent or dissent and judgment of when to stop recordings. The research
process is an ethical and relational process, wherein children’s and
researchers’ lived experiences and reciprocity, as well as researchers’
distance, influences children’s ideas about the possibilities of creating a
relationship with the researcher; thus, the process influences the
researcher’s role. The research project is an on-going, intersubjective
process demanding the researcher’s knowledge and sensitivity regarding
children’s communication, as well keeping “outsideness”. White (2011b)
claims that these characteristics embody the necessary position of the
researcher when participating in children’s life-worlds.

7.5 Study implications
In the first chapter the main aim was described, in which I wished to outline
my doctoral thesis. The aim was connected to questions that were put
forward in the four articles. The purpose of the study was to contribute in
three areas.
The study firstly contributes to existing theoretical knowledge regarding
the subjective experiences of younger children in preschool, how children
create meaning in their peer interactions, and what they consider to be
important in their play communities. The findings of the study reveal that
creating relationships and influence in play was a desirable and challenging
task for the children. In children’s encounters, intersubjective processes
appear to be integrated in their communication involving contrasting
perspectives of relationships and rejections. In children’s attempts to
interact with others, the possibility of being recognised or rejected was
involved. The encounters demanded the children to act within a certain
context and to present their own perspectives and responses to others’
actions. In children’s encounter ambiguity of meaning appears where
commitments of certain values became visible in the communication.
Children’s various bodily expressions were a predominant factor in their
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determinations of meaning, and this is where children’s competence and
vulnerability appeared. The gaze played an important role in children’s
meaning making. The gaze is also important in communication when
children’s intentions are not confirmed or rejected by peers or educators.
Furthermore, the study contributes knowledge regarding children’s
perspectives of important values in their communities of play. Children’s
commitments to treat others with care and be concerned for other’s wellbeing appears to be important in their play communities. However, the
children also confronted other’s rights and values within their groups.
Children’s relationships, including unequal power relations, seemed to
influence their experiences belonging to certain worlds of play. The
research shows that conflicts of values were of special importance in the
intersubjective processes as children learn to participate in others’ worlds.
The findings also indicate the importance of presenting children both as
competent and as vulnerable, which points to the complexity in children’s
life-worlds during play. This provides clues about the importance of a
holistic approach toward children’s experiences in preschool.
Secondly, the study contributes to the discourse of pedagogical practice
and policy connected to children under the age of three in preschool. There
are many interrelated factors—social, educational, and cultural—that
influence the lives of young children and their families. In the discourse on
the position of preschools in society, it is important to build on existing
knowledge and various perspectives. Based on the findings of this research,
it is suggested that children’s perspectives and understanding of their social
life within the preschool are an important aspect of the discourse. The
findings indicate the importance of educators’ knowledge of children’s
perspectives, as well the complexity of children’s communities in play. Thus,
the findings of the study encourage educators and politicians who are
involved in decision making regarding preschool issues to reflect on
preschool experiences from children’s perspectives. It is important for
educators and policy makers to take a holistic approach to children’s
perspectives. This includes a need to reflect on the role of educators in
young children’s play—specifically, educators’ ability to identify the
complexity and to recognise children’s perspectives. Hence, sensitivity
regarding children’s subjective worlds is crucial.
Thirdly, the study contributes to the methodological discussion in
childhood studies. Children’s perspectives were utilised as an ideological
and methodological foundation for the study. As such, this foundation
directed my own perspective and understanding, as well as the methods
used to construct knowledge about children’s perspectives. Despite the fact
that video recording was the main research method, the researcher created
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important premises for the study. Thus, the video camera and the
researcher were intertwined. Nonetheless, the video recordings made it
possible for the researcher to look closely at children’s communications and
expression during the play sessions. Based on the findings, it is clear that
video recordings are beneficial in research with young children, and they
can provide important insights into multiple voices of children.

7.6 Study limitations and strengths
As noted earlier in the thesis, I have been involved in the ECEC field and
discourse for many years. Therefore, I have a tendency to be aware of those
incidences in children’s communication and expression that support my
own ideas, rather than of those issues that are not in line with my ideas.
Being aware of this during the research project, especially in my analysis
and interpretations of data, I attempted to minimise those biases. On the
other hand, my interest in and enthusiasm for the topic under study could
be considered to contribute to the research.
There are several limitations of the study that are important to point
out. The research was as small in scale, studying a small number of children
in two units of one preschool. Therefore, one must be careful about making
any generalizations based on the findings. However, this “limitation” could
simultaneously be seen as a strength, as researchers’ can utilise the same
data and analyse it from various perspectives.
Approaching young children’s perspectives by interpreting their bodily
communication and expression might be a limitation, since ambiguity is
always involved when interpreting others. In this context, it is important for
me to point out that I chose which excerpts to analyse and interpret, and
these choices were implemented in accordance with my research
questions. The choice of excerpts influences the construction of the data
and how children are presented in the study. It is important to be critical
about the limitations that are embedded in the methodology, including the
limitation about the interpretation of children’s communication, since such
interpretations represent an intent to speak on their behalf. Furthermore, it
is difficult to achieve young children’s views on the interpretations of their
actions. However, the research approach could also be considered a
strength, in the sense that a group that does not have a strong voice in
society is being spoken for. Thus, this study raises issues for research,
policy, and practice in connection with the implication of listening and
responding to young children in preschool.
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7.7 Further research
In the end, I want to highlight some issues that have emerged in the
research process and point to the needs of further research. There is still a
need for further knowledge on how the youngest children communicate
and express their perspectives in everyday preschool life. Children’s
perspectives on power relations that occur in the youngest children’s play
communities especially need to be studied in greater depth. This issue is
better documented regarding older preschool children. Gender issues have
not been addressed in this study, and there is a lack of literature about
whether gender and cultural differences influence young children’s
perspectives of power relationships.
This research reveals that children’s communities are complex, and that
educator’s involvement is important in children’s play experiences. The
research focuses on children’s perspectives and on whether the children
experienced the educator’s involvement as a resource for play. The findings
raise questions about further research on involvement and on the role of
educators in children’s play in conjunction with their education and
knowledge in the field of early childhood education and care. This is
especially important in light of young children’s increasing attendance in
preschool, as well as because of the shift toward a multicultural society.
Nationally there is a huge gap of knowledge in this field of education, and
this study is the first of its kind to be conducted with children under the age
of three in preschool. The national curriculum guidelines for all school levels
in Iceland place emphasis on democracy and human rights (Ministry of
Education, Culture and Science, 2011). Since preschool is the first level of
education in Iceland, it is important to reflect on ideas surrounding power
issues versus democracy, including notions about participation and the
rights of all citizens to have their voices be heard and addressed. This
involves fostering values education from the beginning of children’s
attendance in preschool.
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