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In this paper | focus on small groups of children as organised by aduwlay care situations. Two
of the examples are from the video-report Playing Resear¢Rélela 2000) and children are
creating play together when getting acquainted with watefisndlhe third example is a study on
self-organising collaboration between children playing with ehdihe situations which were video
recorded were part of the development of the children’s normatala@y routine. The situations
were not practised in advance. Nor were they the results of traditional peddgeaching.

The first example - The wordless play of childrémioe year age

In order to give children more opportunity for making initiativejles in the day care centre have
divided the children into two or three-person groups. The children are &sk#perate in these

fixed small groups. The adults have restrained their own actionsoamielled their own speech in

order to offer children more opportunities for bringing out their omtiatives and creating their

play. lida and Henry form one small group and are together irsitiigtion for the first time as a

pair. It later materialised that Henry and lida becameasted in their own group activity and
happily developed joint play and voyages of discovery together.

In the situation presented lida and Henry have water and fishdy. Siwo glass bowls have been
put on a low bench in reach of the children. In one bowl there are platés and in the other
pebbles and shells. There are some fresh Baltic herrings onritie. I62f most interest seems to be
the splashing of water, its noise and wetness, the feeling ahtilein the hand and against the
teeth, putting the herrings into the water and the feeling dfieheng’s head, scales and tail in the
hand. The presence of strange people and a big camera seem tchenakédren shy. But the
attraction of the water and the mutual absorption of the children, @traindell describes in her
research (1994), is clearly observable also in this case.

The situation begins with Henry’s cry of “Look!”. This “look” trative is often repeated in several
parts of the video-report. The expression is probably the most comnyoof waviting others into
social activity. It is an invitation or temptation to others to igg¢rested in something which
fascinates oneself. lida is quiet but comes and follows Heargsriments and she also takes part
in them herself.



lida is imitating with her hands in almost identical movementgetiothe water splash. This is a
short picture of collective play with water phenomena. The childremtput their experiences or
perceptions into words so the adult has to imagine them.

A small hand reaches out to the water’s surface and watehsplasito clothes, eyes and floor.
What can be done by the hand in the bowl can be tried with thenfée® water splashed on the
floor. The sound is quite different and the feeling through the seckdiffers from the feeling in
the palm of the hand. The ripples of water in the bowl can be liftddavquick movement and
water splashes onto the cheek of lida, standing by. Surprise, amdl aises to the wet cheek. This
again feels different as the warmth of the cheek can be felt through thent@tie hand. Stroking
a wet cheek is something new.

A moment spent at the other water bowl where Henry trieshisléia water, between his teeth and
in his hand. Wet, wetter shell. A shell as a drinking vessel espmhde. Wet pebbles dropping —
“Look!” Making waves succeeds even in this small dish — “Look!”

Henry wants to share his discovery with someone else. Firsebladrbring in the photographer —
“Look!” But when this fails he goes to the teacher and lida and stio@m what the shell sounds
like when knocked against the table and how it sounds between the teeth.

lida and the teacher are at this moment further away. lidadnésdsexploring the herring — how its
surface feels, how the head feels and looks. The herring is iedbket’'s hand and lida’s hand
feels its head. She turns away from the fish saying, “Ugh, ugh, ugh”.

A moment later while feeling the gills of the fish shetstéw play with her saliva and tongue in her
own mouth. She achieves some surprising noises as her tongue pokes &leouhouth. Mouth,
tongue, saliva, hands, fingers, skin, feet and gaze are all being tsetivelfy by lida. lida is
concentrating on exploring from the head to the tail of the heN#ingn her hands are touching the



gills she plays with her tongue, and as her hands slip down to ltishgabegins moving her feet.

Her socks are still wet from the previous water experimentsie can make new sounds by
touching the floor with her feet. She is imitating some hintdhefdifferent parts of the herring's

body. lida is totally involved with her play and you can divine lida playing fish thit herring.

lida’s and Henry's playful cooperation suggests how one-year-old ehitonstruct collective play
on the one hand by imitating each other and on the other hand by initiating new ideas.

The second example - The fire on the ice of the [Bkusula

Near the day care centre is a large lake named Tuusulanjarvi. A small gffoup @ne girl: Roosa
and three boys: Aleksi, Ville, Jussi) 4- 5-year-olds sets out oexpedition. The teacher stands
silent nearby and lets the children play and make experiments with fire, iceaterd w

On the ice children meet a fisherman who willingly demonstrataking a hole in the ice and

fishing. The bore sinks through the ice and water comes up. "Wakté@dven't got rubber boots."

"Water!" Aleksi: "Let's see if there's a lot of watefHe fisherman tells them about fishing. Aleksi:
"I've seen!" One of the children ask: "Will any fish come frilmare?" Another answers: "Good if it
came, then we would have fish to eat.” A fish, a ruff, comes up. ©the children shout: "A fish!

It came!" Roosa says about the little fish: "Lovely."

On the children’s request the fisherman makes several holesigethter the fisherman has left,
the children start to try to light a fire on the ice. The aitiwith the fire combined with the
possibilities the holes in the ice offers gives the children nogpprtunities for reflection and to
develop mutual applications and a common play. Under debate is whetinaitl ar a big piece of
“bark” is needed to light the stick, whether fish can be fedtfireugh the hole and can they be
fooled by using snowballs as bait. The children develop hypotheses igibtinglfires to be tested.
At the same time the children organise their mutual actofitglay consisting of many imitative
actions. However, just when the children are finding a solution toghstem of setting fire to the
stick, then one of them discovers another problem, which means thatattiel pesearch can
continue. For example: "Fish eating fire!", and Ville: "Let{s ane thing!", and Aleksi: "Let's see
who catches something first. Have to make a snowball, and fix it there. Thiamit'lit's a worm".

How to make it catch fire

Aleksi is walking on the ice carrying wood on his lap: "We had a little left... "pits the wood on
the ice, looks quickly at other children who are coming behind him ared '8&4 didn't bring it
all... ". One of the boys is trying to light the fire with matches asi¢a'How can we make it catch
fire?"

Ville looks first at the camera, then at the fire and says: "I know how, we have taspot bark."

"l can light it", says Ville and walks around the fire. Two of bwys are walking around the fire.
The other says: "l want to," and the other says "I know how toitigiflussi, | can give you some
bark", asks Roosa and tears bark off the wood, then looks at Jussht"tomagive me some as
well", brings Aleksi in.

Suddenly Ville asks: "When will a terrible fire come?" Jumsswers him: "Ville, you can't know
that yet". And the discussion between the children goes on. "Light neasepl. no..." (tries to
light the stick). "I'll tie this to this".

"Yes". Jussi looks at Ville's stick: "Yeah, then it will surely stay".

"Ville, give me now, now it will surely stay”, says Jussi and takes the stial¢ fram Ville.

Aleksi ties bark to the stick together with Roosa and speaksmniedte this to this... Then we'll tie
this to this" (and ties bark to the stick). "Ville, give me that. | need that."



One of the boys takes some bark from the fire with a stick ayst 8| must put this here ... like
that". The other looks at the fire and says: "It's not catching fire."

"Then tie it there."

"I can do it as well" (looks at the other child continuing to try).

Roosa puts bark around the stick: "But I've got a big piece of bark, now it's going".

"Where can the terrible fire be?" asks Ville again, and contifues me try this in peace", while
trying to put bark around the stick: "In peace!"

"l was just about to light."

"Ha, look, look at that! This will definitely stay”, and takes bamkl guts it around the stick, ...
when this is there".

"We should take more bark when such a little doesn't..." says Roosa and walksr& tBarfk!"
Aleksi cries: "Roosa! Jussi! Block that!" and he points with tiek @t the place which should be
blocked and continues: "That small one", pointing at the place.

One of the boys walks to the other side of the fire: "Ha, I'll try from here".

"I'll look underneath”, and looks underneath the fire. "Look underneath!" (says one boy &rjanoth
"Can you see my stick?" (sitting near the fire, looking at the stick and thes athier boys).

"Yes!", looks at the stick. "Here you have a good fire! Up there!" shooby @nd points at the fire.
"It's burning, look!"

When the fire is too big, you have to extinguish it

"Hey, put it there in the snow quick".

"Otherwise it'll catch fire worse".

"Yes, areal fire".

Aleksi takes the burning stick in the water: "I'll take it to the water".

The fish will eat fire

"The fish will eat it!", says the boy laughing to the funny idea.

The other children laugh and look at the water: "Fish is eating fire".

Aleksi asks: "Ville, let me try a little, can Jussi try too?" and takestitleavay from Ville.
"Yes, we'll do it in turn”, says Ville and runs to the fire with the other boy.
Aleksi pushes the stick in the water: "I put this deep”.

Ville admires: "Wow, how deep... a fish will grab it!"

Aleksi: "Ville, let's see who catches a fish first".

Jussi: "Have you got a little stick?" and walks to the hole in the ice.

"Yes", is the answer. "Why has Jussi got a big one?": looks at Jussi’s stick.
"Don't throw it!"



After a while fishing continues with new ideas

Aleksi puts the burning stick into the water and shouts: "Now minghtdire! Mine caught fire!
Mine caught fire Jussi!" looking happily at Jussi.

"Oh!"

"Yes!"

Aleksi's new idea: "Would this work: | put smoke in there... then themm over here and then
there'll be lots of fire there, then they'll dig out of here ted I'll get them from here if | fish with
that stick".

The adult clarifies: "Oh, you've got the idea to put fire is tiole, so the fish flee to that hole and
then you'll get them.” (Note that the adult used the word, "fivkile Aleksi had used the word
'smoke’.) Aleksi anwers: "Yes, with a stick. Have to make a srbvemal fix it to the stick, so
they'll think it's a worm".

The third example — Children investigating and pigywith chairs

The children’s “chair research” is the third example of chiitdrglay activity | will refer to. It
shows how group-related variation emerges as a consequence didtierséind opportunity when
children start to direct their activities between themselves.

Five and six-year-old children had started in the same pre-scleooipte of days before the "chair
research". Few of them knew each other from before. Furtherrnotie,the premises and the
teachers were new. There were twenty children. A question had egpeadults by chance. What
were all the things that children in small groups could invent to tocahkiairs? It was decided with
the teacher to carry out a test. Children’s and adults’ claaisbenches of various sizes were
brought into the middle of a large room. The video camera was setdad the playtime with
chairs. The children could freely organise themselves into traes (6-7 children/group). Each
group came into the room one at a time with the task: “Think atfhellthings you can do with
chairs.” The teacher and the researcher remained behind theacdfaeh group decided by
themselves, when they wanted to stop the play with the chairs maddio group the period lasted
about twenty minutes. Each group developed its own spell of play witbhties. The group's
dissimilarities became clearly visible only when the videce taas wound at speed, when the
common rhythm developed by the children could be distinguished. Bytingitaach other the
children in every group had developed its own distinctive rhythm so that individualoadtisshape
themselves into a shared weave which lasted for the whole of the play period.

When the first group came into the room one of the children wouldnsither would kneel on a
chair and another would stand. The children began by thinking up individngét “With a chair
you can stand, swing, sit, jump...” The adults neither answered nor gaeun&he camera was
running. Gradually the children turned towards each other. “You can maianaout of the
chairs...,” said one of the children. The idea immediately combinedrthg and the construction
of a joint train commenced. Then they travelled in it but the jourreey imterrupted because of a
new idea: the train broke down and had to be mended. One of the chilshdledrarumming his
feet against the sides of the chair. After a moment, the child behind shertgahte foot drumming.
And soon the whole group were drumming with their feet. The group’s conhminytiam of action
had been found with no discussion or verbal agreement only by spontandatisnmilhe children
continued their drumming for the whole play period. A lot of things wheppening
simultaneously.

One of the children stops sitting in the train and begins to be a house buildeded was accepted
and imitated by all the other children. Collecting the chais anhew kind of structure begins. All



the children take part. They find a common principle of positioningltlag's for building a house.
The location of walls, floor and roof is experimented with, amended &aadged. But the

previously-found common rhythm of drumming continues inside the houseus&uobw using

hands. Finally, the children are deep in their own play. They hideeigdllar made out of chairs,
out of sight of adults and camera. “Now that one can’'t see umarg.” And the children stopped
their play.

All the groups found their own special rhythm which the children maintaimedghout the period.
One group’s rhythm took shape when one child started running fromtolahair. They then built
an adventure trail which consisted of “single stones, a bridge #aic do dive in”. The children
circled the trail at speed doing a variety of stunts. The iptayval ended with the children turning
somersaults which they did with several chairs.

Nine months later, in May, | repeated the experiment with time <hildren. | asked them to study
chairs in the same groups as in August. For a moment the chilcs#atée and argued over who
had been in the same groups previously. This was made more diffictiie Bact that, during the

year, new children had joined the centre and some had left. Atatthevbien the children entered
the room with the chairs, everyone of the groups briefly thought akloat they had done the

previous time. The first thing they remembered was the comnydinnnhand movement. From this
sprang the beginning of the new play with chairs.

The groups continued their playing preserving the same rhythms as in the alitengnoups again
differed from each other in similar ways as nine months ea@iercourse, this time the children
acted more quickly and the organisation of the joint activity only tookoment. The train- and
housebuilding group this time built a multi-storey structure, no longesfisd with the single-

storey one they had made earlier.

The different rhythm of the groups is only revealed when the videptapewatched at high speed.
The meaning of children’s demand for repetition and imitation haslyde#n misunderstood. It
has been presumed that they repeat to find security in famyilidtiese three examples indicate
something totally different about our understanding of imitation.

Common thought and joint action comes out of pretend play

Babies’ inborn self-organising connection with other people ha&adr been demonstrated by
research (Tolonen 1996, 40; Silvén 1995; Trevarthen 1999). One example &f thi a ten-
minute-old baby can be persuaded by its parents to lick its lips.ig done by the parent showing
his or her own tongue to the baby. The adult gets the baby to darttee Comparable knowledge
about the sociality of the new-born has already been found in abundaacalRf the baby’s
need to imitate. However, too little attention has so far beehtpahe analysis of which party has
made the first initiative and, in fact, who is copying whom. Aduks @hitate babies. They talk in
a baby-like tone of voice to reach the baby. When babies look ingelgitit new faces in the
surroundings, adults respond to the look with similar gaze. After baliesipt collaboration,
adults respond by imitating as well as trying to discover the shared wadntefith the babies.

Imitation behaviour has regrettably got a bad ring about it. The emtfanly imitating” is used as
if copying were involuntary, without personal and active control. Nbeksss, imitation is
preceded by complex activity which includes the study and companisoountless alternative
models. When a certain choice is made it is followed by the atiegr of sound, sight and
experiment. New-born babies look, enter into and act. They cannot look in the migeritovs the



mouth should move. It is as if they had an internal mirror with wthely can achieve the facial
movements they have seen. Or, in the same way lida is playing with the h8hintakes the fish’s
perspective and acts as if from inside the fish’s world. When bpb&s out their tongue it is as if
they go into their parents and act from that world.

Small children and even newborn babies are capable of imitatingepedting what they see and
hear around them. What is the function of imitation for small childi&ihat role does imitation
have when playing together? Traditional research has mainlyefars reactions of an individual
child or adult i.e. how the child reacts to stimuli sent by theareher. In turn, research that puts
special emphasis on group activities (Corsaro 2003, Carvalho 2000) has dt@mntion to
interaction between two or more persons. When an active interactiom ¢éenter of attention, one
can see clearly how a child isn’t merely copying what otlerdut is capable of inventing and
discovering new ways of responding. This kind of interaction genezatesunication where both
participants create meanings and new content to a shared action (a joint pheaniipie).

Sociability is innate

Depending on how we define the concept of "sociability" we end up dviferent views on
children’s learning. People, like other mammals, are born sodiaialSlity comes out especially at
children’s innate ability to imitate and share experiences. dlilgy is multifaceted and not as
simple as one might assume. Here | want to emphasize thfeeewlifaspects. First we have to
realize that the child doesn’t imitate others in exactly #mesway but chooses subconsciously
what details to imitate and what not. Secondly, children imitatelsysounds and gestures, even so
that they can live the part of the roles they are playing.nBitating the child can become for
example a herring in a way. This amazing ability to imitate is oneofvpgrticipating in interaction
and to which all persons involved can influence. This leads to a shetigdy, dialog or play.
Thirdly repetition and turn-taking are necessary, so that a grv@nm (@0 persons constitutes a
group) can focus on a shared activity.

The most efficient way of entering into children’s common agtignd the regularities which
dominate in their own collective groups is to use video cameras. &#héte characteristics of the
initiatives made by individual children? How do the other group mentakesthem up? How does,
for example, imitation create a tighter solidarity with theugr? How can constant repetition result
in the creation of rules of joint play? How does the children’s muteesion-making proceed? As
a research tool, the video camera has offered new resourcelsséving social events from the
child’s point of view as well.

Children’s ability to receive new information is part of théymamic way of understanding the
surrounding. The child is, in a sense, alert all the time: s/agused to different situations, facial
expressions, habitual movements, and listens acutely to surrounding sourités.sill in the
womb, s/he learns to tell apart the voices of his family memi#ensewborn baby’s ability to
communicate with others is much more complex than we have previously thought.

In this new-born play with other people it is already possible tcedisall the basic emergent

features of collective activity. Intentions are seen as iMéatand commitments as the approval of
the turn-taking principles of activity. When the common activityhwiabies continues, they are

part of the development of the rules and customs of joint activity.

Watching a videotape would appear to be problem-free. But when chddzehe informants, there
arise difficulties of comprehension. One special reason is shéei@mpo of children’s activity. Also



the traditional way of examining children for developmental evaloadisturbs the following of
their activity. One could speak of adult prejudice towards the world of children.

Social activity begins in play

The work Playing Researchers is based on the joint activithilofren and adults which has been
video-recorded and analysed. The video camera records image, movementrahdtsoffers an
excellent possibility to record in microscopic detail the sasahlmovements and voice tones. For
the research of social activity the video is a slow but vitatiportant instrument because the
picture of what takes place between people changes after vigsviagf times. Many prejudices
are after the analyses shown to be incorrect interpretations.

In spite of the fact that the recording of live pictures is yaalaather progressive way of gathering
information about human interaction, it can nevertheless only coverefraetion of the events.
Video pictures are just a flicker of life in the here and nove @dmera does not convey life as it is,
although it does it more precisely than a subsequently compliecsenahd a written text or story.
The camera fails to record, for example, smells, tastes, ttheeleal nuances of light and shade,
not to mention the world which falls outside the range of the cataag In a live situation a
person consciously and unconsciously also registers things to thédeided, above and below.
The video only records the visually and audibly observable small fidicbmnt of the camera. The
experiences perceived when physically present with the chitddrplay are decisively different for
everyone concerned than those following their activity on the videovi€laers are in a situation
which is affected not just by the video pictures but also by many other recigrooplphenomena.

A method of intensifying important connections beén the actors

In my earlier research (Riihelda 1989 and 1996) | have used videoiahatethe traditional way,
transcribing words and action into text. The transcriptions have Ioe¢ysad, categorised and sub-
categories have been compared. When converting moving picturesamds into verbal text you
will loose the multidimensional aspects of the interaction. | lieaged the video in this research
differently. The analysis, categorisations and comparisons haventated directly on the visual
material. After completion of each stage of analysis the mahteas been cut by the film-maker,
Pirjo Hokkanen, according to my directions. At the same time skddtased on certain points
which have remained unclear to me, for example a child’s speedttian.aNith the help of the
new cut version | have gone onto the following analytical stage. | have beemgdokihe answers
to two questions with the help of the analysis:

What do children talk about when playing together?
How do they play together?

This way of editing material | call a method of intensifyireglity. With its help it is possible to
make visible what has been invisible in children’s joint social activity, yngdand combining the
most active situations into a new weave.

When studying the visual material | first clarified thagds in the collective activity which were
realised by children and adults together. After this | grappléld the analysis of children’s joint
activity. | searched through the data for all the questions andii@8anade by children. Of these |
took with me to the next editing stage those situations in whickHif@ren’s joint activity lasted
for a longer period and was lively. | arranged this remainiaterial several times and asked the
guestions: how do the children use group discussion to find a common subgdi@vado they



carry this common subject forwards collectively? | analydeel ¢hildren’s decision-making
processes, their initiatives and progress in conversation and in play.

Children as producers of knowledge

Reporting research on children’s behaviour is more problematic thiaof thdults. A written report
places children as informants into positions of inequality in relati@dults. In general, adults use
long, elaborate sentences and speech resembling the writtendangutaeir conversations with
children. For their part, children almost always use colloquiaguage, short words and partial
sentences. A gap as written in children’s speech is more diffccuibderstand than one in adults’
speech, because the context to which children are referringtaredifficult to observe. The short
and broken verbal expressions of children give a qualitatively diff@ieture of the situation than
the more refined language use of adults. When we add to this thkdiain social activity so much
happens between people in a short time that even looking ten tirmegds#o cannot completely
reveal the smallest nuances in human interaction, and the potentmistorderstanding increases
enormously.

Children use playful expressions and humour in their socialising probmbhg than adults.

Reporting children’s play and humour in written form is highly likedyfail, because it is very

context-bound, fleeting and there is more to the expression than juds wd speech turns. The
same applies to adults. But an additional problem is that children cant$ daugh at different

things. It is difficult for an adult to describe in writing to anathdult the children’s use of humour
in such a way that the original delight is preserved.

However, it is not simply a question of the choice of reportindghatktbut it also has to do with the
deeper values of science. Child research, as with researchrdiogdemman behaviour in general,
has until now suffered from the demands of Cartesian formal logic, which is tiedtenvexts. As
Toulmin (1998, 76) has pointed out, the seventeenth century philosophers left feséafch four
practical fields of science: the oral, the specific, the isedland the time-bound”. The legacy of
the seventeenth century is context-free research whose mairis dion discover general, all-
embracing constants. This tradition still holds strong in childareseand educational science.
There is still very little research which is context-bound, retfypleof experience, oral, localised
and time-bound. The tools for grasping children’s experiences and thoaghtBere being
developed.

Today the interest in context-based research is on the incbedske problem remains of the great
difficulties in comprehending the child’s world. When we try to gasight into children’s and
adults’ shared social activities through research and wriggarting, what remain concealed are
invariably the children’s own experiences and their orally-esqm@é knowledge for particular
situations.
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