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Introduction

The purpose of the CHACDOC (Cultural-Historical Approaches to Children’s Development and Childhood) section is among other things to create a forum for uniting developmental psychology and childhood research. 
Developmental psychology has often been criticized for being abstract in its study of 'the general child' and with a focus on developing a general model that can be used to evaluate individual children. 
Childhood studies have on the other hand focused on the study of children anchored in historical time and settings; but has been criticized for overlooking the personal aspect of development.
This raises questions like: How can studies of children anchored in historical time and settings contribute to discussions of what development is about? And if we leave a ‘general model for development’ – are we still able to evaluate developmental conditions?
You could say that developmental psychology in its traditions has contributed more to categorizations of developmental problems than to knowledge about how children develop and live their lives. If you are not developing for instance attachment in that and that way you can have that and that kind of personal disturbance… Thoughts about development have been loosely connected to thoughts about deviance from norms or standards…

In this way we are offered tools for differentiating between categories of children and between categories of problems – but not much insight into the concrete situations of developing in a child life.
In relation to child research we are offered knowledge about children’s life conditions but often as a question of social factors as for instance how many children live in divided families, with economic problems or in institutions – and often with a focus on risks and threats. In this way we are typically offered generalized concepts about social background and still we lack knowledge about how children act in their daily life and what seem meaningful to them and their developmental processes.

How can we create knowledge about developmental aspects related to the situated activity of children’s everyday life in different institutional practices - and about children’s own engagements and perspectives here?

I will argue that we have to discuss these questions in a concrete way related to particular societal practices as well as to children’s personal ways of taking part in activities of their everyday life. 
Through examples from observations in children’s everyday life and mutual interplay I will try to illustrate that situated knowledge about children’s life and acting can contribute with knowledge about general challenges in relation to developing as a person in concrete historical contexts 
This will turn our focus from individual categorizations to social conflicts and contradictions in the societal life that we in different ways arrange for the development of our children.
The methodological questions relate to how we can explore general connections in the life of children and how they develop in a concrete and situated way. 
In continuation of developments of cultural historical research traditions and a point of departure in social practice theory and critical psychology we must acknowledge the compound character of social practice - and therefore study the common and general connections through perspectives of the persons participating here. That is why I try to illustrate my developmental points with examples from concrete children’s life and personal dilemmas.
The empirical background for the paper is different research projects observing and interviewing children in their different developmental settings as their family, kindergartens, schools, institutions for children’s leisure time and special help arrangements. 
The everyday life of children in Nordic countries constitute a situation where children live a great part of their life together with children of the same age and across societal institutions where professionals have different kinds of responsibility, tasks and perspectives on the children and their development.

In the observations the children seem deeply occupied with their common challenges in relation to organising a child life across different life contexts, contradictory demands and social conflicts. One point will be to illustrate that they are doing this together.

I will concentrate on the ‘free time’ or ‘leisure time’ children share after school and before they return to their family for family activities. This time of day offer possibilities for observing the social practice of the children when they are more or less organizing themselves and I want to know more about what children do and seem to appreciate when they decide – more or less – on their own. 
Through such observations I realized that this time of day (and at this age –  the children are between 6 and 10 years) - represents a challenge for the children to develop their ways of arranging their life: They have to decide, chose among activities and relations, plan their participation in different matters, negotiate og contribute to the conditions of their daily life. They have to develop a personal conduct of life.

This is of course a general challenge across contexts in their life but in the institutions for children’s leisure time the social life is not as structured by grown ups as in the school and not as delimited, well-known and supported as the family - about 200 children and quite few adults.
The Danish Institutions for Children’s Leisure time (or After School Centres) are typical big institutions characterized with divisions in different kinds of rooms and outdoor space and with different offers of activities to join – as for instance woodwork, needlework, football, computer or music. With local variations the children are free to move between rooms and activities – but with restrictions as waiting for ones turn, you need permission to enter some room need or a grown-up, some activities are limited etc.

In this way children’s developmental contexts are societally and historically structured and in the same time the children themselves are involved in organising, negotiating and contributing to different activities of their life. 
So I will emphasize the active efforts of the children themselves in relation to the question of development.

Following children in their everyday life across contexts has highlighted a theme about how children ‘arrange’ their social communities and their personal participation in varying and shifting activities. 

In the presented examples the children cooperate with each other and they also have conflicts about belonging in their different communities and influencing their common activities. They are in one and the same time gathered in institutional communities (as for instance a school class) and continuously differentiated into different kinds of categories (as for instance the good pupils, the ones who receive special help, the ones who do not know how to behave etc).

The societal categorizations and differentiations are giving meaning in the interplay between the children and have consequences for how specific children may participate in their developmental contexts. 
Arranging daily life 
Children live their lives together with other persons and across contexts. Some years ago I had the chance to observe a group of children in their trajectory from kindergarten and through preschool class into the first grades of school and the institution for children’s leisure time. 
My focus at that time was on the cooperation of the – many – involved adults and how they could support the trajectory of the children. 
But I got struck by the way the children seem to use each other more that anything else in relation to managing changes, transitions and entering new contexts. They seemed to arrange their participation together and child communities came into my mind as quite relevant to the discussions about development.
I have had the chance to follow up on this in a new project about children’s life in institutions for their leisure time (In Denmark we have intense discussions about what kind of professionalism is relevant here and political disputes about the relation between these institutions and the school.)
In the project we are a group of researches conducting interviews, participatory observations and reflecting meetings with the professionals in 4 typical institutions for children’s leisure time. 
Through this combination of methods I realized that in these institutions children are supposed to learn how to manage ’free time’. To decide, organize and orientate in social possibilities is as well a developmental task as it makes up fundamental developmental conditions for the afternoon of these children.

The pedagogues emphasise that initiative should come from the children themselves – with sometimes 200 children and just about 6 to 10 adults the children have to find their way themselves but also the pedagogues find it important to the development of the children: 

The children  must learn how to arrange daily life, how to organise and cooperate, how to solve conflicts, how to choose and decide what one wants to do in leisure time….

The point in relation to our discussion about development is related to the question of developing personal preferences and priorities – finding a way of doing my life in my personal way – living my life in my manner…
This personal task is closely connected to participation in social communities. The children are placed in an institution structured in particular ways and with different possibilities, demands and restrictions at stake. Their developmental challenges are interwoven in social coordination, negotiations and possibilities for creating something together with someone. 
Arranging together

What do children do then? How do they organize their common life in their leisure time and what do they seem to be occupied about?

The children seem to be occupied about friends here. They talk a lot about friends and they explain:

friends are ‘someone you are able to do different things with’ – someone you can ‘go on playing with’ – and ‘someone you can quarrel with and becomes good friends again…’  

A boy goes into details about conflicts:

‘Me and William often turn into a quarrel, all the time,  and then we leave each other for a while and then we turn back to each other and ask – always each other – if we can become friends again – then each other always says yes – in that way we never ever fall out with each other’. 
You could say that the children stick to continuity here – continuity across time, places, activities and conflicts. Together they develop experiences with carrying through conflicts without loosing each other and you could say that these experiences are important aspects of developing as a person.
Here I will emphasize how the children arrange communities and personal engagement by following common questions across time and place – they discuss the places in their life together, they investigate possibilities and challenges here, they reflect together about how the teacher was unfair today or how to become better at computer games. They develop and pursue interests together and across lots of transmissions, changes and different activities in their life.
A very striking point when you observe the children’s life in the institutions for children’s leisure time is that many different things are at stake at the same time. You observe different activities, groups of children, conversations, conflicts, different kinds of fun and lots of efforts related to starting up activities, lots of interruptions and activities breaking up…

To grown-ups - as for instance researches - it is difficult to find your way in this universe – it is hard work to find the children you know, their activities and places and what is going on among them… 
The children themselves move in and out of all this in a quite unnoticed way. The social life is characterized by children moving around between places, activities and continuous replacement in the constellations of children. 
The children have to orientate in this social complexity and in relation to this they  use each other. They ask for instance each other: Where is Peter, did you see Lea today, will there be football or dance in the hall? 
And they negotiate their participation and their influence on what is going on: May I join this game? You can’t play , in this play I want the position as the knight… These processes are not easy and involve common efforts and flexibility. 
Still, it seems to be challenges in children’s life that we as grown-ups overlook – as long as it is going one in a quite unnoticed way it is ‘just children playing’ and when the movements among the children become stuck we notice it as specific problems related to specific children. 
When we overlook the social complexity of children’s daily life and the ordinary difficulties in relation to organising a child life, problems become specific and related to specific circumstances – often related to an individual child and its background.

In this way we separate general developmental conditions and children’s personal dilemmas and problems. 

The children develop personal ways of dealing with the social challenges. This could be to find a close friend to go with, to place yourself strategicly in a line or at the table, to leave the lunch in right time to join the football match with exactly the group of football-boys you want to be part of… 

It seems important to the children to combine what they are doing and who they are doing it together with.

It is a personal challenge to them to find a way into the activities and communities – and to find their own way - to find out what does someone like me choose to do here. And to find out what kind of person I can be here – to develop self-understanding and through this develop my conduct of life.
This connects to what you can become part of – where to belong – and to belong together with the ’right-ones’ – the friends who give me inspiration and with whom I can engage into what is relevant to my life – and to my development. 

When these movements and social possibilities seem so fundamental to the children I think it is not an isolated question of having fun but also related to their possibilities for conducting their daily life and developing as a person with personal preferences, priorities and structures of relevance.
Especially in their leisure time the children position themselves as ‘such a person who are in the sewing room’; someone who loves computer games or someone who is always with friends …

In this way there are many different positions and ways of taking part in this common life – and the social life in the institutions for children’s leisure time has different meanings to different children – or to the same child at different times.

As a girl explains to me: When your friends is there it is the best place to be – when you can not find your friends it is the worse…

A boy, John, tells about the life here: ‘I do not play with anyone, I do not have friends here’.

This is not to say that it is horrible that children sometimes do not know what to do or cannot find someone to play together with – it is to illustrate some general challenges in the life of children that we as adults often overlook and when we do that, we cannot see the general challenges as a background for specific dilemmas. We cannot see how the children are positioned differently in relation to managing these challenges.

Arranging across

I will tell you more about the dilemmas of this boy, John, but first I must mention how the children make their life ‘hang together’ together and in this way make up concrete conditions to the development of each other. 
And this goes across different social contexts as for instance their home, school, institution for leisure time and hobbies. The engagements and relations of the children go across and when the children enter the institution for their leisure time in the afternoon they are already occupied with different agendas and questions and they are continuing on this in the new context. 
Their arrangements, appointments and negotiations are already going on in the school and it may have consequences to the rest of the day with whom they worked together in school or with whom they went together from school to the Institution for the Children’s Leisure time.

In relation to that, John deepens that he does not think he has any friends at the institution for children’s leisure time since he was placed in a special school and come to the institution with a taxi. Before John was best friend with Peter but now John is searching around (walking around in search) for activities and relations to join. 
I want to show you a small example from Johns day – it is not to discuss who is right and who is wrong but to illuminate how the children arrange and try to combine activities and relations – and also I want to discuss how the differentiations that the adults make have significance for the arrangements and possibilities of the children
One winter day John has the chance to go tobogganing – or sledging - with another boy but it is very difficult – they have to wait a lot of time for an adult to allow them and when they after hard work get the toboggans other children become jealous and the toboggans are taken away. The children are at the toboggan run without toboggans and John has an idea:
The fight about the plate of wood 
John finds a plate of wood and begins to sledge on that. He calls Peter – ‘look at me’. A third boy, Will (from the parallel class) wants the plate of wood, he wants to try and he argues he was the one who found it. John does not pass it over. The fight about the plate of wood goes on like this – Will is pressing to get the plate of wood but John does not pass it over – he tries to make Peter notice the ‘stunts’ he makes on his way down the toboggan run. (observation from Dorte Kousholt)
John seems to be occupied by sledging and getting attention from Peter – and he tries to connects the 2 things. But he is not succeeding. In stead a conflict is accelerating and when the observer returns a little later John is gone and the other boys are very upset. They tell that John went berserk.

The representation of the situation as ‘John went berserk’ is available to adults as well as children since John is sent to another school because he has to learn how  to behave – this representation becomes part of the problem and a reason for not investigating the situation and Johns personal reasons. It confirms deviance and closes down for further search for understanding.
If we go into the situation as part of the children’s way of arranging across contexts we get an eye for the general basis for the conflict: There is a lack of toboggans and a conflict about social possibilities. 
The concrete dilemma of John might illustrate something about what is at stake among the children – they fight about their contributions, about friends and about positions and influence in relation to the communities they build. 

This moves the focus from categorizations about individual characteristic and into conflicts in social interplay and different social possibilities for taking part. 

Conclusions

I want to make 3 points related to discussions about development:

1. If we leave ideas about a universal development will we still be able to evaluate and make a standpoint about was is good and was is problematic in relation to development?

To me the example illustrates that it is possible to evaluate children’s developmental possibilities in a concrete and situated way: Johns conditions for taking part are problematic. 
We will have to evaluate the relationship between a child and its conditions – and this includes what the child seems to be occupied about, what the child is trying to develop his or her disposal in relation to, what the child tries to manage…  What is relevant in the child’s perspective?
Universal concepts are not a help if we want to know what something means to concrete children in concrete situations – this points to a decentring of our developmental concepts. 

2. Development is evaluated differently  from different locations and positions.  For instance Johns initiative can be seen as development by the pedagogues who want the children to learn how to arrange in social communities – as a matter of fact the pedagogues emphasize that John is good in social relations. From another perspective John should learn to control his impulses – you could say he is immature in relation to that.
I would like to argue that development must be connected to what a concrete child is dealing with in concrete situations – children are trying something and this should not be seen isolated from what they participate in and the meanings and structures of relevance they create among them – as for instance in relation to the fight about the plate of wood.

3. Children do not relate isolated to what we as adults arrange to them – as for instance the differentiations and categorizations we place the children in. The children relate to the meanings that these differentiations get in their communities and the categorizations become part of what is at stake here. We have to see the meanings to concrete children as mediated through the child communities.
This points to a pedagogical task in relation to working with the communities of children. In stead of contributing to the powerlessness and abandonment – John gives up on finding friends - we must give the children experiences from contributing to the communities, influencing them and developing disposal in relation to their social possibilities. 

This is concepts connected to investigating the relation between a person and a persons possibilities and in this relation we should work for development.

Through the examples I also tried to illustrate that children are developing their personal conduct of life – and this development has a social basis. It can be difficult to support children if we do not have situated knowledge about their concrete and conditions for dealing with these developmental tasks.
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