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Abstract 

How do young children arrive at a sense of their rights? How can they use their 

emerging abilities as emerging pre-verbal and nonverbal children before they can speak? 

What are the strategies that a young child uses to participate in letting their opinions 

known before words? This qualitative study seeks to transform the lives and evoke the 

agency of these young children by recognizing and encouraging them to have their rights 

articulated. In this study, I spent time with a toddler, age thirteen to fourteen months, and 

with a seven-year-old nonverbal, multi-handicapped child. I observed and interviewed the 

parents of these children and wrote narratives about my experiences in these settings. I 

sought to describe the various way that these children chose to communicate, express 

opinions and make decisions being able to talk. I listened carefully for the ‘voiceless 

voice’ which emerged as these child ‘social actors’ moved toward verbal communication.  

The agency and voice of toddlers with emerging verbal abilities and clinically 

diagnosed nonverbal children can be viewed in the context of a child’s right to participate 

in their own care and learning. Young children and children with disabilities are 

frequently othered.  Othered populations (Lahman, 2008) may be excluded from having 

valuable contributions to decisions about their lives, their care and learning. Ignoring a 

child’s right to be involved in their life is a dehumanizing approach which sees young 

children as somehow less. However, these very populations have been included in and 

granted rights by the United Nations Convention of the Rights of the Child (1989), 

ratified by most nations of the world.   Children, including infants and those with very 
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limited vocal abilities due to disabling conditions have the right to express their opinions 

and to make decisions about things in their lives that affect them. This kind of post 

modernistic approach sees these children as more and points to ways that young 

children’s emerging communicative attempts can be viewed, valued and utilized to 

improve their lives and the interactions with their parents, caregivers, and each other 

(Swadener, Lundy, Habashi, & Blanchet-Cohen, 2013). In seeing the value of the 

communication that children offer, we can allow children to lead their own care and 

learning along with their parents and family who can support that journey.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

This dissertation examines emerging/pre-verbal toddlers’ and nonverbal 

children’s right to participate in their own care and learning. This qualitative inquiry 

seeks to transform the lives and evoke the agency of these young social actors by 

recognizing and encouraging them to articulate their rights. In addition, this inquiry 

attempts to take seriously the voiceless voice of young children emerging in 

communication skills. Two participants were included in the study; one toddler, age 

thirteen months, and one nonverbal multi-handicapped seven-year old child.  

I functioned as the participant observer and fellow playmate as the children 

interacted with toys, books, caregivers, family members, and me. I also listened to the 

children’s voices and valued their emergent ability to communicate. These two cases 

appeared indicative of the range of communication modes utilized by some 

emerging/pre-verbal young children and nonverbal children before they can speak in a 

conventional way (such as using words or signs). A cross-case analysis was utilized to 

demonstrate the possibilities for nonverbal children to express their opinions and 

preferences through behaviors typically attributed to emerging/pre-verbal infants and 

toddlers. A framework of children’s rights as detailed by the United Nations Convention 

on the Rights of Children (UNCRC) was blended with this work to add further value to 

the communicative contributions and attempts of pre/emerging verbal toddlers and 

nonverbal children in making decisions that affect their care and learning. In this 

dissertation, I seek to bridge the research on pre- and emerging infant/toddler early 
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communicative ways, nonverbal communication techniques and options, and the rights of 

these children entitled to them by the UNCRC. I hope to illuminate ways that parents and 

caregivers can promote child well-being through children sensing that what they are 

communicating is being received and valued by others.  

Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this study is to investigate the ways that young emerging/pre- 

verbal toddlers and nonverbal children demonstrate agency and independence in 

communicating with others about their own care and learning. The study incorporated the 

rights of these children as specified by the United Nations Convention on the Rights of 

the Child (UNCRC) which was adopted by the general assembly in 1989 and went into 

effect in 1990 (Swadener, Lundy, Blanchet-Cohen & Habashi, 2013).  UNCRC sought to 

define children’s rights in a way that would value and improve the lives of children. 

Topics in the UNCRC include the right to an education and the right to participate in 

decisions that affect children. This dissertation was focused on the right to participation, 

specifically Articles 12 and 13 of the UNCRC document. 

This investigation seeks to highlight these concepts and rights in a manner that 

values the subtle ways that young, pre-emerging verbal and nonverbal children enact 

agency in communication and interaction with their parents and caregivers. For this 

study, the author became a participant researcher in two children’s homes:  a thirteen to 

fourteen-month old toddler in tandem with her parents, and a multi-handicapped seven-

year old child in his homeschool setting with his nurse, and occasionally his parents and 
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twin sibling.  In both settings, the researcher first spent time getting the children and 

caregivers/families acclimated to having another adult in the room. The researcher served 

in the role of a ‘big friend’ developed by Corsaro (2003). This situates a person as a 

mutual player or peer in the setting as opposed to an adult teacher or caregiver. The 

researcher did not participate in the day-to-day care or education of the participants but 

instead followed the children into the play that they self-selected, offering choices and 

communicating with the child in that setting.   

The researcher assumed implied consent by the emerging/pre-verbal child and 

nonverbal child by following the child’s initiative noting that if the child continued to 

engage with her in the play, then the child was consenting to the process. Play sessions 

were video recorded from the researcher’s vantage to capture the participant’s facial 

expressions, gestures, movements, vocalizations, etc. and from the side to allow for more 

information regarding the child’s actions and utterances. These sessions were transcribed 

and the ‘discourse’ from and between the children, parents and I were examined to see 

how these children enacted their own agency by participating in their own care and 

learning. 

Positioning Statement 

I have had the privilege to serve as a preschool special education teacher and 

preschool director for 15+ years in a public school in the southwestern United States. 

Prior to that, I taught kindergarten and third grade for an additional 14 years. Each year, I 

teach two classrooms of children, three days a week, and I administer the preschool 
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program by supervising staff on the other two days. In the mornings, I teach a class of up 

to 18 three-year-old children while in the afternoons, I teach a class of up to 18 four-year-

old children. I have one or two para-professional assistants who help support the needs of 

these children. Fifty percent or more of the children have an identified special need: 

developmental delay, speech delay, visual or hearing impairment or preschool severely 

delayed, which may include children on the autism scale and other developmental delays. 

When I first considered undertaking doctoral studies, I contemplated investigating a 

curricular topic in my own classroom; however, in time, I realized what interested me 

most was the agency that these children with special needs display.  

In Arizona, on a child’s third birthday, the local public school becomes the 

responsible agency for early childhood education for children with identified special 

needs. Children are transitioned from receiving support through their home to one based 

through a school. Routinely, I meet with 2.9-year old children and their parents to plan 

this transition. At this initial meeting, we plan what the child’s program will look like, 

decide if we need additional evaluation and put an individual education plan (IEP) in 

place.  

One day, I was assigned a new student, pseudonym Tom, who was medically 

fragile, multi-handicapped, nonverbal and not ambulatory. Although I had experience 

with children with autism, cerebral palsy, developmental delays, communication delays 

and physically handicapping conditions throughout my teaching, I had never worked with 

a student like Tom. Tom’s parents presented him in a stroller- type wheelchair. They 
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appeared apprehensive at this first meeting as they sat down at the table in the conference 

room. I handed Tom, who was moaning, a stuffed pigeon doll to hold; he took the toy and 

held onto it tightly. 

I had no prior experience with a child presenting in this fashion. During the 

meeting, I learned that I would be providing preschool special education to Tom in his 

home three times a week. I was not sure what to do, but instincts from my early 

childhood educator background told me to bring puppets, simple toys, blocks, markers, 

paper, bubbles and books to my first home visit, which can be intimidating for everyone 

involved. The family was not accustomed to having a teacher in their house, and I was 

not sure how to work with a child who had so many medical challenges. I entered the 

home and found Tom in his wheelchair with a tray. I began by singing a welcome song, 

much like I did in my classroom at school. As we worked together, I began to know Tom 

better and I discovered things that were interesting to Tom such as music, light-up toys 

and having books rea to him.  This special education preschool/home school situation 

continued for two years and was later extended into kindergarten by the school district.  

Tom became the focus of my studies. I knew that he was expressing opinions and 

letting others know what he wanted through his sounds of protest (some might call it 

fussing), but I noticed that it was not always perceived as communicative to others. I 

wanted to know if I could catalog the types of things that Tom said and indicated 

(gestures, eye contact, “yes” and “no” through an iPad application) and to point out the 

“conventional” things that he utilized (the occasional word, sign, etc.). I wanted to show 
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that Tom had agency and that he used subtle ways to communicate without words. 

Initially, I was not interested in the overall meaning of his communication, but through 

time and interaction, I saw that his noises, gestures, looks and actions had a meaning. I 

sought to learn more about his repertoire and wanted to see if another population could 

provide some insight into his meaning-making activities.  

I wondered if there were things that these infants did which might be useful in 

helping Tom communicate. To facilitate this, I spent three weeks in an infant classroom 

at a childcare center.  During this time, I interacted with infants, ages six to twelve 

months on the floor of the room.  At first, I was hesitant and had little confidence that 

these young children were communicating much with their caregivers and each other. 

However, I discovered that they were using some of the same techniques that Tom used 

to communicate, such as gaze, and that these attempts were sometimes ignored by the 

caregiver, the other infants, and me. These babies used sounds such as crying and 

babbling, which I expected, but that they also used physical proximity (rolling or 

scooting into a place to claim or take toy), eye contact between themselves, and even 

some very simple gestures such as pointing. They did everything that they could to let 

others know what they wanted and needed without words. If I started to read a book with 

one infant, another would roll over to be included in the interaction. This experience and 

my time with Tom led me to this investigation and the research questions that follow.  
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Research Questions 

Children who are not yet using more conventional forms of communication but 

are emerging can have some difficulty getting others to understand their intent. All 

children have a right to be heard and understood.  Children have a right to take part in 

some developmentally appropriate decisions about their care, learning and play. 

Unfortunately, many times, the adult interpretation is privileged, meaning that what the 

adult interprets or thinks the child means is seen as more important than the intent that the 

child had in communicating.  These early forms of communication should be noted and 

valued by parents and caregivers who interact with children. The following research 

questions were studied:  

1. What are the subtle ways that emerging/pre-verbal toddlers and nonverbal 

children communicate their wants and needs?  

2. If we recognize that emerging/pre-verbal toddlers and nonverbal children 

are communicating from the start, what types of adult responses encourage children 

to participate in communication and how can children’s rights to do so be valued and 

honored? How can a children’s rights framework inform the participation of 

emerging/pre-verbal toddlers and nonverbal children in their own care and learning?  

Overview of Existing Literature 

A full literature review is in chapter two of this document. However, what follows 

is a review of some if the literature that led me to have interest in investigating children’s 

right to communicate and show agency. Anyone who has held a baby knows that each 
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one has something to communicate. Infants begin life with simple tools for interaction: 

eye contact and simple vocalizations such as coos, sighs and cries. These early 

communication techniques lead to more complex techniques including gesture, proximity 

control, verbalization, and finally, words. As children develop their communication 

capabilities, they add new ways to communicate into their repertoire. However, not every 

child’s communicative journey leads to words.  Children who have mental and physical 

challenges are limited to more basic forms of communication or may incorporate very 

subtle methods of communication.  

Research has shown that early forms of communication can be enhanced, by 

using methods such as Baby Sign, a technique in which the parent teaches the child a 

very basic form of sign language (Nelson, White, & Grewe, 2012). Baby sign language 

can help a child discern the meanings of some words in speech (Mueller & Acosta, 

2015). Babies also read the faces and expressions of those around them. According to 

Maguire-Fong (2015), as children grow and play, they further seek to communicate with 

others.  

Some children do not talk, while others cannot talk. An individual can be 

nonverbal for many reasons, including age (infant), or from challenging conditions such 

as autism, cerebral palsy and genetic as well as other physical conditions or by choice in 

the case of elective mutism. Hearing impaired children may have difficulty speaking as 

well. When a child cannot use words, there are other ways to communicate including 

using an electronic device such as an iPad application or an augmentation device (Autism 
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Spectrum Disorder Foundation, 2019).   I have worked with children who have 

communicative devices also include machines that talk for a child and others which a 

child can access using a touch screen or eye gaze to allow the child to communicate in an 

alternative way.  

Another communication method is through picture exchange systems (Bondy & 

Frost, 1995), which allow a child to use small pictures to indicate their wants and needs. 

Children select a picture and give it to the caregiver or parent, who then gives that item to 

the child.  I have used this system myself in my classroom. I use small pictures of food, 

toys or activities that allow a child to point to the item that she or he wants or needs. 

Pictures can be used to let the child know that it is time for a diaper change, or the child 

can use the picture to let the adult know that they need to be changed. There are many 

times throughout a child’s day when visual support of this kind is helpful. For children 

who do not use verbal words, these pictures can be invaluable. One caveat is that the 

pictures should always be paired with the verbal label as well so that the child is hearing 

the words for the picture and the context, as well as seeing it. Using small pictures allows 

a child to request items, express opinions, and let others know of their needs. 

I have witnessed young children being shown how to use basic applications that 

vary from a simple ‘yes/no’ application on an iPad or button to a field of thirty or more 

icons on the screen of an augmentation device. These allow an individual to “talk” 

without using a physical voice. These devices are typically used for nonverbal 

individuals. Some children have varying motor skills abilities, even day to day. A child 
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who suffers from seizures, for example, would be unable to use eye contact or gaze to 

activate a device well during or after an episode. A child with severe motor issues might 

have difficulty isolating a finger to touch a screen on an application device. Children with 

extreme motor rigidity might grab and throw a device. There are limitations, but assistive 

technology has a place in the repertoire of the nonverbal child. Unfortunately, these are 

not typically used with infants and toddlers.   

There are times, however, during a child’s day when the device is not within 

reach or practical to be used (bath time, for example). At these times, the child still has 

things to say and express, but does not have the communication tool available. The child 

may rely on strategies such as screaming or other actions which might be perceived as 

negative. If the caregiver is aware of the child’s repertoire of communication tools and 

uses this information to communicate with the child, it would follow that the child would 

not need to resort to these seemingly negative behaviors. 

Children’s Rights and the UNCRC 

All individuals, including children and those with challenging disabilities, have 

rights. Article 12 of the UNCRC (1989) stated that it “…shall ensure to the child who is 

capable of forming his or her own views the right to express those views freely in all 

matters affecting the child, the views of the child being given due weight in accordance 

with the age and maturity of the child.” (UNCRC, 1989, p. 4). 

How can emerging/pre-verbal toddlers and nonverbal children express this agency 

in their care and learning settings and within their families, and how can adults add 



RIGHTS OF CHILDREN IN OWN CARE AND LEARNING  21 
 

 
 
 

significance and privilege to these communication events? Children have opinions, wants 

and needs. They will find a way to express what they need to communicate. 

The literature lacks research on this topic. Many see these two populations of 

children as having very different challenges. There are similarities in these populations; 

both have needs and wants that must be expressed and valued but these expressions are 

often ignored by caregivers, siblings and parents. The enactment of the communicative 

rights of very young emerging/pre-verbal and nonverbal children has not been 

investigated sufficiently.  

Relevance of the Study 

Regardless of the ability to speak with a physical voice, everyone, including 

emerging/pre-verbal and nonverbal children have the right to be understood. I underwent 

vocal cord excision surgery a few years ago. During my recovery, I experienced some of 

what I think it must be like for a person who cannot use their physical voice to be 

understood. My students who have communication delays experience frustration as they 

negotiate day to day. Parents, unable to understand what their children want or need 

experience frustration as they seek to translate their child’s sounds and actions. Children 

may ‘fuss’ and act out as they try to be understood. As emerging/pre-verbal toddlers and 

nonverbal children seek to express agency and a bit of control in their own lives, they 

may find less of a need to use negatively connotated behaviors. 
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Theoretical Framework 

When I entered the space of the emerging/pre-verbal toddlers and nonverbal 

children with whom I worked, it was essential to suspend the notion that communication 

equaling words spoken. In fact, others mentioned to me that it was possible to have the 

videotapes transcribed by an outside person, but I noted that much of what was captured 

on the video was not words. Instead, it was a collection of sounds, utterance, gestures, 

movements and instances of eye contact with an adult responding conventionally. 

Knowing this, I intentionally sought to enter the child’s space and to listen to what is 

being said beyond the conventional words.  

Socio-cultural theorists such as Vygotsky (1978) posit that language is socially 

constructed by the participants in a social exchange. Children are not seen as deficient, 

but as bringing their own unique contributions to an exchange. Words and other “signals” 

are small glimpses into a child’s thinking (Robbins, 2007). Vygotsky (1997) explained 

this concept as follows: 

…every function in the cultural development of the child appears on the stage 

twice, in two planes, first, the social, then the psychological, first between people 

as an intermental category, then within the child as a (sic) intramental 

category…We are justified in considering the thesis presented as law, but it is 

understood that the transition from outside inward transforms the process itself, 

changes its structure and functions. (p. 106)  
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Communication occurs in socio-cultural spaces and meaning is negotiated by the 

participants in the exchange. Language occurs both within the individual, which may be 

intent of wants and needs and outside the individual in coordination with others. Deficit 

thinking that does not see the emerging/pre-verbal toddler and nonverbal child as having 

much to say discounts the child and renders him or her powerless. 

I propose that much of what is considered ‘misbehavior’ by emerging/pre-verbal 

toddlers and nonverbal children is simply a child not being perceived as an active 

participant who is seeking interaction and has something to say. Struggles between 

emerging/pre-verbal toddlers and nonverbal children and their parents or caregivers is 

seen as active resistance. An example of this is the breakdown in the intended 

communication that I observed between a child and his grandfather at a restaurant.  

At a table ten to fifteen feet from me sat a child, approximately ten to fifteen 

months old. The boy was sitting in a high chair at the end of the table watching his 

grandparents eat.  Every so often, the grandfather would try to feed the boy a spoonful of 

potatoes. The boy would forcefully stick his hands out to push the food away and turn his 

mouth away.  The grandfather persisted, and the boy continued his soundless refusal.  

The grandfather ignored this intended communication, perhaps thinking that he knew 

best. Finally, the boy pushed the potatoes away, and the grandfather scooped him up and 

took him outside. This child had something to say about how he was being cared for and 

it was ignored. 
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What I observed in this interaction was the boy trying rather desperately to inform 

his grandfather that he did not want potatoes. I wondered if the grandfather had taken a 

moment to think about what the child was trying to say with his actions and acknowledge 

that the child did not want potatoes, would the scene have ended differently?  

For this dissertation, a theoretical lens of poststructuralism will be utilized. The 

notion of whose truth is upheld is considered. Is the child’s voice empowered? How can 

the adult see the child truth of the child (MacNaughton, 2005)? This lens seeks to disrupt 

current notions and practice. The question of who holds the power in the communicative 

exchange is considered.  Poststructuralist teachers, like myself, seek to reflect on 

interactions between children and themselves. They seek to ‘look again’ at an interaction 

and ‘create a different lens’ to think about what they are doing, opening themselves up to 

multiple perspectives (MacNaughton, 2005). They check to see who holds the power in 

the moment. Is everyone being heard and understood? How can an adult step down from 

the position of adult privilege to consider a child’s point of view? Children struggle to 

become what adults consider to be reasonable. This is accomplished during the push and 

pull of play and interaction between adults and children (MacNaughton, 2005). Because 

children have the right to be heard, the mission of this investigation is to see that the 

rights of emerging/pre-verbal toddler and nonverbal children are respected and valued by 

considering the power in interactions. 

To say that meaning is multifaceted and can be viewed from many different 

perspectives is the key to examining who holds the power in the interaction. During 
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interactions, everyone has intent and by being there, changes it. Children who are 

emerging/pre-verbal toddlers or nonverbal are unable to use the societal tool of words in 

ways that adults understand well. They have much to express, and will continue to seek 

to be heard, even if it involves escalation of attempt. Through this study, I intended to 

identify those voiceless voices. I placed myself in the space where my silent child 

participants were living. Observations, interactions and continual reflections and 

questions of myself were utilized to understand the intention in the children’s voices, for 

I believed that they need to be heard.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

This literature review attempts to bridge the rights to agency of the emerging/pre-

verbal toddler and nonverbal children with descriptions of ways that adults view and 

communicate with children. It incorporates the field of early childhood from both a 

developmental and sociological view and includes the characteristics of emerging/pre-

verbal toddlers and nonverbal children with handicapping challenges, and the rights of 

children such as these as guaranteed by the UNCRC, as viewed through a socio-cultural 

lens.  

Several studies focus on the words that adults use when talking about children’s 

language. Nicholson, Kurnik, Jevgjovikj & Ufoegbune (2015) conducted a study that 

compared the language of 135 adults ages 18 to 88 from 21 countries and U.S. children 

from the ages of 3 to17 when talking about children’s play. The study asked the adult 

participants to look at and describe pictures of children’s play. Next, it asked the children 

to do the same task.  The researchers’ intention was to deconstruct and analyze the adults’ 

discourse surrounding children’s play. They discovered deficit patterns in the words that 

adults employed when speaking about children and their play as having a lack of skills, 

being egocentric or having little will or agency. Adults used such words as “don’t”, 

“can’t”, and, “not” in descriptions of children (Nicholson, et al, 2015, p. 1569).  The 

researchers found that adults used deficit language to speak about the children in 78% of 

the responses. They spoke of children in saying and being something in the future, but as 

having limitations at the present. They saw the children as becoming adults as opposed to 
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being something at present (Hogan, 2012, p. 27). The Nicholson, et. al. study points out 

that adults do not look for the strengths in children but see weakness. They view the 

children as less or as becoming something someday. 

Deconstructionism 

Foucault (1980) and other post-structuralist scholars such as Chapman (2003) and 

English (2005) examined how power and voice is negotiated and how some ideas are 

more important and salient than others. Some voices are heard, while others are not. 

Children, especially those that do not yet use words, can be some of the most 

disenfranchised, unheard ones. They are always othered (Lahman, 2008).  Adult speech 

limits the child’s meaning as the adult translates what they think the child means. 

However, the child’s intention and perspective are not checked.  This role of the adult as 

‘expert informant’ (Hogan, 2012) assumes that adults know what children are thinking 

and that limits the potential of the child to make meaning stating that “…children were 

too young, lacked cognitive capacity or were unreliable authors and documentarians of 

their lives, relationships and daily experiences” (p. 27-28).  Children words were not 

taken seriously. An imbalance in the power between the adult and child creates a deficit 

view of the child’s attempts to communicate. Deconstructionist Cherryholmes (1988) 

challenged common deficit adult understanding about the value of the child’s voice. In 

his work, he deconstructs and challenges the status quo of the dominant party (adults, in 

this case), which points to the superiority of adult thought and language. Adult’s views 

are privileged. Deconstruction can be defined as “… a way that reveals hidden meanings, 
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silences and contradictions…and power” (Cannella, 2008, p. 16).  Deconstructionists 

seek to take apart limitations that have been placed upon children. Can adults suspend 

their notions as an expert to see through the child’s eyes? Children do not only have a 

voice (before their physical voice) but also a right to use that voice. Children have other 

rights, as well. 

Children’s Rights 

The United Nations created the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) 

in December 1948 as Resolution 217 at the Palais de Chaillot in Paris, France. The 

function of this historic document was to “articulate the rights and freedoms to which 

every human being is equally and inalienably entitled” (UDHR, foreword).  Many years 

later, the UNCRC convened in 1989 to create a rights document pertaining to children.  

The document contains 54 articles which cover aspects of children’s lives including basic 

welfare, a quality standard of healthcare (article 24), the right to education (article 28) 

and the right to play (article 31). This document was ratified world-wide in all countries 

with the one exception, the United States of America.  

For this research, the articles which present children’s rights to participation are 

especially salient. Article 12 assures that children have the right to have their views taken 

into consideration on matters that affect them. The right reinforces the status of young 

children as active participants in the promotion, protection, and monitoring of their rights. 

Respect for young children’s agency - as a participant in family, community and society 

– is frequently overlooked or rejected as inappropriate on the grounds of age or 
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immaturity. Young children can make choices and communicate their feelings, ideas and 

wishes in numerous ways long before they can communicate through the conventions of 

spoken or written language.  

State’s parties shall assure to the child who can form his or her own views the 

right to express those views freely in all matters affecting the child, the views of the child 

being given due weight in accordance with the age and maturity of the child (UNCRC, p. 

4).  

In response to these articles, the UNCRC General Comment 7 urges states to find 

ways for children to participate in meaningful ways and to enforce the right of children to 

“express views and feelings…anchored in the child’s daily life (UNCRC/GC7/p. 7). 

The second portion of Article 12 pertains to the right to judicial and 

administrative (legal) participation. This is important, but not salient in this context.  

Article 13 ensures that children have the right to express themselves in any 

format. Children do not have to speak, they may write, create art, or “use any other media 

of the child’s choice” (UNCRC, p. 4). 

Since the development of the UNCRC in 1989, people have begun to see the 

value of the child and seek his/her perspective on matters of interest to the child. 

Nicholson, Kurnik, Jevgjovikj & Ufoegbune, 2015) recognize the child as a rights bearer 

with important viewpoints and experiences worthy of adult attention.  Children have 

opinions and feelings about many aspects of their lives. These rights are protected by the 

UNCRC.  
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Why are the rights of children important? Lundy (2005) did a large-scale audit of 

children’s rights in Northern Ireland. The aim of the research was to identify areas where 

children’s rights were ignored. Lundy interviewed 1064 school children from 27 different 

schools in Ireland. The children were shown posters of children pictured asserting rights 

that were appropriate for the children’s level of understanding. After viewing these 

posters, one hundred of the children were interviewed outside of their school so they 

could speak freely about their life at school without reprisal.  The children reported that 

the most frustrating aspect of their lives was in not having a say in what happens to them. 

This is was the most important issue for these children.  

Children are often not aware that they have rights. What is the teacher’s role with 

the very young in educating children about their rights? Researchers Bae (2010) and 

Hudson (2012) found that teachers rarely mention rights to children under the age of 

three. They looked at children’s right to participate in early childhood settings in Norway. 

They were particularly interested in participation as early childhood practices for children 

one to three- year old are regulated by the Norwegian Parliament through the 

Kindergarten Act. They acknowledged that the children in these settings did not express 

themselves through verbal words much but “…primarily through bodily cues and forms 

of nonverbal communication” (Bae, 2010, p. 212).  Children are part of a community 

along with being individuals entitled to “…their own opinions” (Bae, 2010, p.212). 

Children enacted their rights using nonverbal ways. Why are rights important?  Freeman 

(2011) stated that people who have rights have agency:  
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Agents are decision makers. They are persons who can negotiate with others, who 

can alter relationships and decisions, who can shift social assumptions and constraints. 

Now there is clear evidence that the youngest amongst us can do this (p. 22). 

Although there are few studies which investigated children’s rights as they related 

to very young children, Quennerstedt (2015) looked at enactments of children’s rights in 

a classroom of children aged 1-3 years. She found that children enacted participation 

rights in the form of rights to ownership, influence and equal value. Ownership in this 

context refers to when a child takes ownership of an object (a toy, for example) and 

possesses that toy, temporarily. The manifestation of influence is when a child controls or 

changes a situation with their actions. Expressing feelings, tantrums and other actions can 

be ways that a child influences other people around them. The third area is equal value. 

Children are typically quite aware of fairness as it related to their lives.  

Nicholson, Kurnik, Jevjoviki and Ufoebune (2015) added to this thought with the 

comment that when we consider children’s rights, this “… calls for the amplification of 

children’s voices with a belief that children’s perspectives deserve equal consideration 

with those of adults.” (p. 1573). The results of this study remind us why children should 

be positioned as capable stakeholders whose opinions are taken seriously.  

Young children are rights holders.  UNCRC defines a child as a person under the 

age of eighteen years, unless local law defines a child differently, and defines early 

childhood as birth through transition to elementary school.  The Convention on the Rights 

of the Child should be applied to early childhood, taking account of the principle of 
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universality, indivisibility and interdependence of human rights. The UNCRC requires 

that children, including the very youngest, be respected as persons. This includes 

awareness of the distinctive interests, experiences, and challenges that face every young 

child. The emerging/pre-verbal toddler and nonverbal child is included.  

Ways of Viewing Childhood 

The Deficit Model. Currently in early childhood research and literature regarding 

children and children’s lives, there is an over-riding emphasis on children becoming 

something. This is does not view the child as a person of worth in the present, but that 

when the child grows up, they will be important. This approach based upon the traditional 

developmental model, dismissed children’s individuality, culture and situation by 

generalizing all children by placing them in rigid stages. For example, traditionally two-

year-old toddlers are in the stage of ‘terrible twos. The use of developmental stages such 

as these can be a problematic way to view children. According to Grant and Sleeter 

(1989), this model can have a darker side for “…it makes symptoms for causes and 

blames the victim for the failings, salves the conscience of the advantaged… and is 

powerless to expose … the broader injustices (pp. 217-218). This model does not account 

for differences due to culture, family situation, medical needs, and other factors that 

influence a child’s life.  

While the developmental approach may explain why a child sits before walking 

and babbles before speaking, it can be limiting. This approach has been challenged in the 

literature, which seeks “…to resist the uneven power effects. of. developmentalism … 
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early childhood educators must deliberately free themselves from it by disrupting it” 

(MacNaughton, 2005, p. 45).  Not all children are the same, they vary in many ways even 

within a year age span. The normative approach discounts these differences and over-

generalizes to the degree that what is ‘normal’ or ‘typical’ is defined very narrowly. This 

normative approach is widely seen in materials for parents and early childhood educators. 

Certainly, there is a place for literature which describes what children do throughout 

time, it may, however, work as a justification for silencing the child’s voice, as in that a 

child is’ too young’ or ‘too immature’ to have a meaningful opinion. Children are viewed 

as incomplete and in a preparatory phase, to ‘get ready’ for things – toilet training, 

schooling, and so on. Schools, childcare centers and children’s homes are places where 

children ‘get ready’ to find their place in the world. This idea of always being in a 

preparation mode of ‘getting ready’ fails to see the child as a viable resource on 

information about their own lives. In these settings, a child’s voice or opinion is rarely 

heard.  For the very young, infants and toddlers, and for nonverbal children, this view is 

especially damaging as it may fail to see that the child can have a say in their own care 

and learning.  

Valencia (2010) critiqued over a century of studies that positioned the child as 

somehow ‘deficit’ and incomplete writing that this is a problem in that it blames the child 

who does not do well and doing so “because of his/her internal deficits …personal 

shortcomings in intelligence, linguistic skills, internal motivation and morality resulting 

from inferior genetics of ‘impoverished’ cultural and/or family socialization processes” 
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(p. 6-7). These developmental models allow for labeling children and blaming the child 

or the family for difficulties which arise. The child is seen as partial and incapable of 

making meaning making without adult translation. It is used to look at the shortcomings, 

immaturity and incompleteness of a child. The deficit sees that a child might be 

something someday, but for now the child is completely unable to have a worthy voice. 

The reality for many emerging/pre-verbal toddler and nonverbal children is complete 

reliance on adults to interpret the intent of wants and needs. The voiceless voice is silent. 

Sociology of Childhood. There is an alternate way to examine the lives of 

children. The sociology of childhood approach seeks to see the value of studying of 

children as they currently are, at the age they are, and in the settings where they live.  It 

resists positioning children as ‘adults in the making’, preferring to emphasize children are 

“beings” instead of “becomings” (Hogan, 2012, p. 27)). Liebel (2012) explained that this 

approach of childhood “neither emphasizes the ‘biological incompleteness of children’ 

nor do they position children as passive and dependent on adults for an expression of 

personal agency” (p. 18). In contrast, children are active stakeholders who are self-

determined, and act as regular agents in their own interests. They have a right to be taken 

seriously in their present situations. This approach seeks out meaning and information 

from these child stakeholders. Children are believed and trusted to be reliable and capable 

to share their opinions and are willing and able to provide accurate information about 

their care and education (Hogan, 2012).  
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Researcher Corsaro (2003) sought to become an insider in settings where early 

childhood happens, so he conducted his research in preschools, in the United States and 

Italy. In the U.S. Corsaro observed children as a typical researcher. Not content with 

seeing the children’s perspective, he sought to find a way to see through the child’s eyes. 

In the Italian setting, Corsaro entered a preschool and began interacting with the children. 

He did not speak much Italian. Instead of entering as an expert or researcher there to 

observe the children he carefully established himself as a big friend. He situated himself 

(literally) in the sand box and began to play with the children.  In time, the children saw 

him as one of them and even included him in some childhood mischief.  His research was 

ground breaking for it provided a closer look into childhood in the genuine way that a 

child sees and perceives it. 

Ways that Emerging/Pre-Verbal and Nonverbal Children Communicate 

‘Typical’ Infants. ‘Typical’ infants in this context are defined as children birth to 

13 months of age without an identified or diagnosed challenge such as a handicapping 

condition. Children communicate from birth (perhaps it could be argued that they 

communicate prior to birth in utero, as well). Children show preferences from birth. 

Anyone spending time with an infant observes the child communicating through eye 

contact, gaze, body position, simple gestures that require minimal fine motor skills and 

vocalizations, including cries. In Arizona, when a child is born, the parents are given the 

Arizona Parent Guide: Resources and Tips for Families and Caregivers of Young 

Children as a gift from First Things First, Arizona. This guide, developed for Arizona by 
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the Regents of the University of California (2014), follows the child throughout the first 

months of life offering information specific on the gestational age of the child. This guide 

includes guidance for the parents, letting them know that their new baby depends on them 

and needs to be fed, changed, cuddled, and kissed. The guide advises parents to respond 

quickly when the baby has a need and that will help the child to cry less. They explain 

that that is how children learn to trust. The guide suggests that the parents sing and talk 

with the child and speak in a soothing voice. It explains that most babies learn their first 

word between six and twelve months, understanding some and saying some. The guide 

also mentions that the baby will respond to his/her name and babble and say words such 

as “no”, “bye-bye” “ma-ma” and “da-da” at nine to 12 months. The baby will repeat 

some words and copy animal sounds, point to toys and respond to sounds. As the child 

grows, more and more verbal language skills are developed.  This is a normative way to 

describe a child’s passage through the stages of early communication.  

Motherese. One approach that is commonly used by parents and caregivers in 

interacting with their young infant or small child as well as with many nonverbal children 

is motherese. Motherese is the way that mothers (or fathers, caregivers and early 

childhood teachers) raise the pitch of their voice and simplify their vocabulary when 

talking to babies. Nonsense syllables are used as well. This is done to attract the interest 

of the baby who responds to higher pitches.  This technique was proposed and studied by 

Ferguson (1977). The thought behind this approach is that babies and young children are 

drawn to this type of higher level of speech and respond to it. Motherese is a simplified 
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register that is used by parents and caregivers when talking to small children. It is related 

to baby talk in which a person speaking to a young child uses a higher speech level, 

exaggerated sounds and exaggerated expression. This aids infants by segmenting fluent 

speech into smaller parts (Thiessen, Hill & Saffran, 2005). It can be non-sensical in 

content.  

Joint Attention. Joint attention is often the goal of interaction with young 

children (Degotardi, 2017). Through joint attention a parent or caregiver and a child hold 

a point of focus (a toy, a picture, a topic, etc.) together. Bruner (1983) stated that the 

ability to hold attention of another person is an important step in communication skills. 

This usually happens at 8-10 months of age. When young children can participate in joint 

attention, they are able to maintain and extend an interaction with another person. There 

are other aspects of joint attention that may emerge earlier, such as sharing eye contact, 

expressing emotion and making bids for attention (Baldwin, 1995). Joint attention is 

characteristic of communication strategies that children, caregivers and parents share.  

Baby Sign. One movement that has sought to increase the young infant’s 

communication is Baby Sign. This approach developed by Acredolo and Goodwyn 

(1998) focuses on the idea that infants use gestures naturally and that these gestures are 

symbolic. One the researchers became interested in this approach when her twelve-month 

old child made a blowing gesture with her lips and pointed with excitement at a fish in an 

aquarium. The baby appeared to remember a nightly ritual of watching with delight as 

her mother blew on a fish mobile near the baby’s bed. The daughter appeared to be 



RIGHTS OF CHILDREN IN OWN CARE AND LEARNING  38 
 

 
 
 

connecting the gesture of blowing to a fish, although in a different context (Acredolo & 

Goodwyn, 1998). The researchers then asked parents to try simple signs with their babies. 

The researcher found that the infants taught baby signs knew 50 more words at age two 

when compared to peers that had not been taught signs. Infants readily picked up these 

signs and quickly used them to communicate wants and needs such as ‘milk’, ‘hot’, 

‘where’ (Kirk, et al, 2013). Many of these early signs came from simple deictic gestures 

that involved pointing, reaching, grasping and other motions that naturally occurred in the 

second half of the first year (Bates, Benigni, Bretherton, Camaini & Volterra, 1979). 

Baby sign can be used by infants, toddlers and nonverbal children, as well as children 

with hearing impairments, to communicate to their families and caregivers. Families and 

caregivers need to commit to watch for these signs and respond to them appropriately. If 

they are ignored, the child will stop using them. 

Other Communicative Research. Some researchers have focused on their own 

children or grandchildren. Arnold (2015) did a study on her granddaughter, Gabriella. 

Gabriella was an infant at the time.  She found that Gabriella willingly wanted to practice 

communication skills as they played together. Almost immediately in her research, 

Arnold found that her granddaughter was able to indicate preference in music by 

‘jigging’ her body up and down. She found that the interactions that her granddaughter 

had with her informed her responses back to her. She observed that her granddaughter 

was communicating her wishes before she could verbally express what she wanted. She 

went on to share that her granddaughter provided the scaffolding for their interactions, 
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giving her insight into her wants and needs. The Arnold points to the effectiveness of 

playful interactions in aiding children to develop communication skills.  

Nonverbal Children with Special Needs. What modes of interactions can 

nonverbal children use to communicate? If a child is nonverbal, it means that they do not 

speak.  Children may have many reasons why they may have challenges speaking or not 

being able to speak for a variety of reasons such as developmental delays, cerebral palsy, 

vision and hearing disabilities, emotional and mental handicapping conditions, and some 

forms of autism (Johnson, Lashley, Stonek & Bonjour, 2012).  Johnson, a pediatric nurse, 

worked with children who had special needs in the hospital. These children were 

hospitalized for medical reasons, however, their disabilities made it difficult for them to 

get the care that they needed. These children would often have challenging behaviors. 

Some were unable to speak.  She found there were three basic challenging behaviors: 

lack of cooperation, internalized behaviors, and externalized behaviors. In her practice, 

when a child had a developmental delay, the child was at risk for frustration and 

subsequent challenging behaviors while in the hospital. These children were also at an 

increased risk for cancelled or delayed treatment due to behavior (Johnson, et. al. 2012). 

Children with developmental delays had tantrums, which included ‘rumbling rage and 

then recovery’ (Smith, et.al., 2005). In the end, her study concluded that nursing staff 

must receive specialized training on communicating with these children. In medical 

settings, and for some nonverbal children most of their life, being able to communicate 

pain, wants, and needs with those that care for them can be a significant lifestyle 
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improvement. These individuals can go from being simply ‘worked on’ to be an active 

participant in their own care. Johnson and her staff strove to see their pediatric patients as 

children with needs instead of a ‘needy’ child. One strategy that the staff learned was the 

technique of verbal judo.  

Verbal Judo. Verbal Judo is an approach that Johnson’s pediatric nurses used to 

communicate with hospitalized children. Thompson and Jenkins (2013) shared this 

communication technique, which was originally developed to aid police officers in 

working with people in difficult situations. This technique first de-escalates situations by 

noticing things about the person and environment in a descriptive way and then talks the 

person through what is happening to them. For example, if the child was blood taken, the 

technician would not assume that the child does not understand or listen to what is said 

and would explain step-by-step as the blood is drawn.  Johnson applied this technique to 

children with developmental disabilities who were her patients in the hospital.  Patients 

were given input in the form of verbal judo. She found that these individuals had more 

successful hospital experiences. The children’s appointments and procedures were 

canceled less, and the children had overall better outcomes from their care.  

When traditional forms of communication fail, parents and caregivers must look 

for other ways to communicate with the child. Seventeen percent of children under 18 in 

their hospital had a developmental disability so nursing staff had struggled to find 

effective ways to allow the child to communicate (Johnson et al, 2012). Communication 

is needed not only during the daily routine of feeding, care, and so on, but also when a 
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child is visiting a doctor or hospital. In these settings, medical staff may not have the 

training to communicate effectively with nonverbal children. Furthermore, staff may not 

realize that children can understand what is said about them and may have opinions about 

what occurs during their stay. Doctors and nurses may not realize that the child is 

listening to what is being said about him/her and fail to speak directly to the child 

regarding their own care. As stated in the UNCRC, all decision making concerning a 

child’s medical conditions should include the child’s voice in all cases where they can 

express their opinions or preferences in some manner (UNCRC, 1989).  

Child First, Disability Second. Many times, people speak of children, 

mentioning their disability first. When someone speaks of an autistic child, for example, 

the focus is on the disability instead of the child as in a child with autism. This approach 

allows the child to develop their own identity in their daily lives rather that seeing 

themselves as simply having a disability. This recognition that even very handicapped 

children have a voice and opinions is a game changer for these individuals.  

Assistive Technology. Children who are nonverbal may use assistive technology 

devices to communicate. Assistive technology is any piece of equipment that helps a 

person in do something. There are many kinds of assistive technology devices including 

jelly bean buttons, iPads, augmentation talking devices, and other items that a person can 

use to communicate. Simple pictures can be drawn or printed out to allow a nonverbal 

child to express his/her choice. While the information that comes from one of these 

devices is important, it is not the full message that a person offers. There are 
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vocalizations, gaze, physical movement of their bodies and limbs, outbursts, etc. are used 

to make intentions known. Unfortunately, at times, these movements may be very subtle 

due to motor constraints. Children on the autism spectrum may appear verbal and be able 

to verbalize lists of words, but they may be unable to use words in a social way, such as 

answering the question of one’s name (Johnson, et al, 2012). Unfortunately, at times, 

children’s attempts to participate in their own care and education are not recognized by 

caregivers, leading to frustration and tantrums. Adults need to do more to take 

responsibility for understanding the child.  

Why is it Important for Emerging/Pre-Verbal and Nonverbal Children to be 

Heard? 

Jung (2011) shared that individuals who do not have words yet use nonverbal 

behaviors that contain subtle nuances and cues of playfulness that can be responded to 

when noticed by observant parents and caregivers. Children have a drive to interact. 

When caregivers and parents ignore these subtle nuances, frustration can occur. Children 

do not always use cues that are recognized by others.  James (2011) added that when 

children’s actions that appear to have faulty reasoning this indicates that the child is 

creating meaning in ways that work for them, even if this meaning is not recognized by 

adults.  It may appear nonsensical to adults, but to the children, there is motive and 

intention in the communicative intent. One can only imagine the frustration that would 

arise from not being able to express your wants and needs to others. Children can be 

viewed as reliable stakeholders, agents with opinions to be taken seriously. Encouraging 
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the importance of children’s ability to express their views on diverse matters that 

influence and affect their lives can lead to the recognition that children’s voices can 

recognized as complementary to and not in competition with the perspectives offered by 

adults. Article 12 of the UNCRC states that a child has a right to express his or her views 

freely in all manners affecting the child and have them considered. This right reinforces 

the status of the emerging/pre- verbal toddler and nonverbal child as an active participant 

in the promotion, protection and monitoring of their rights.  Young children can make 

choices and communicate their feelings, wants and needs in numerous ways, long before 

they are able to communicate through the conventions of spoken language (Nicholson, 

2012). 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

Research Questions 

How do emerging/pre-verbal toddlers and nonverbal children express their agency 

without words and what does this communication look like? How do children attain and 

maintain joint attention with others – other children, parents, and caregivers? What do 

parents, sibling and caregivers view as communicative behaviors? What are the ways that 

emerging pre-verbal toddlers and nonverbal children make their intentions known? How 

does adult knowledge and value of emerging/pre-verbal toddler and nonverbal children’s 

agency and communication strategies improve their lives and prognosis? These questions 

led to the following research questions.  

1. What are the subtle ways that emerging/pre-verbal toddlers and nonverbal children 

communicate their wants, needs and opinions?  

2. If we recognize that emerging/pre-verbal toddlers and nonverbal children are 

communicating from the start, what types of adult responses encourage children to 

participate in communication and how can children’s rights to do so are be valued and 

honored? How can a children’s rights framework inform the participation of 

emerging/pre-verbal toddlers and nonverbal children in their own care and learning?  

My Motivation for This Study 

When this research with emerging/pre-verbal toddlers and nonverbal children was 

first imagined it was done so with the intent to value the content and intent of what the 

child’s voice expressed without conventional words. Personal experience with children 
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who do not have verbal ‘words’ yet, led me to believe in the value of the words that they 

are not saying, but to look and listen closely to what the child is offering in 

communication. The idea of finding a way to add value and prestige to the voice of the 

emerging/pre-verbal and nonverbal child was key. 

For example, I have worked in the past with educators and therapists who did not 

believe that a child with a handicapping condition had or could express an opinion 

because they could not speak. This occurred with Tom who was assigned new therapists. 

I was assigned to transition the new staff to Tom’s case. These therapists failed to notice 

Tom’s nuanced actions when trying to communicate with them; thus, the therapists did 

not ‘hear’ him or value what he was communicating. I encouraged them to watch him 

carefully as he made his selections with a subtle placement of his hand upon a book. I 

instructed them to notice the nuanced way that he pursed his lips to indicate ‘more’, the 

way that he would gaze at an item that he wanted and the crinkling of his fingers to 

indicate ‘more’. As I shared this, the therapists gained new insights into Tom and how he 

communicates.  In my experience with Tom and other children like him, they have much 

to say. It can be subtle, which requires the listener to focus, watch closely, and 

concentrate on what the child is communicating. The context, tone of the words/sounds, 

eye gaze, gestures, and physicality of the child in communication give clues to their 

meaning.  It was my hope that my research would lead to better care for nonverbal 

children, more awareness of the potential for communication and understanding, and 

more satisfying lives for children who do not yet have physical voices. When I began 
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working with Tom, I looked to him to participate and guide me in the things that we did 

together. In time, I learned to listen to the inflections in his vocalizations, watch his lips 

as he tried to form the word ‘more’, watch his eyes and where he was gazing, and attend 

to his body language which guided the interactions between us.  

In my work with this child and many other young preschool children with 

multiple handicapping conditions over more than 15 years as the inclusion preschool 

teacher for my school district and in my years teaching third grade and kindergarten prior 

to that, I have sought to listen for the child’s voice and use that voice and the child’s 

opinion in planning interactive and meaningful learning experiences. These experiences 

have intrigued and informed my research interests. How can young children, particularly 

those with limited physical voices, have a say in how they are educated and cared for? 

How can parents, teachers, and caregivers help promote the child’s agency in their 

participation in the child’s care and learning? This is the impetus for my research and life 

work which led to this research.   

Research Design 

The design of this qualitative dissertation was to tell the story of the children in 

the study. I sought to be their mouthpiece, to bring life to the narrative of the sounds, 

utterances, expressions, and physical actions offered by the pre-/emerging verbal toddler 

and nonverbal child. Narrative in nature, the data emerged from 23 sessions of play and 

interaction between an emerging/pre-verbal toddler and a nonverbal child, their parents 

and me.  I determined that nestling the study in the children’s homes was the best venue 



RIGHTS OF CHILDREN IN OWN CARE AND LEARNING  47 
 

 
 
 

for natural and genuine communication and interaction to occur because the children 

were comfortable in their home settings.  This allowed me to both observe and participate 

to determine how an emerging/pre-verbal toddler and a nonverbal child express agency 

without words. This led to answering the larger question of how children can participate 

in their own care and learning without words. Believing as Vygotsky (1978) did that 

children are social beings with agency, I opted to collect data in the homes, a familiar 

social setting for the children.  

The participants in the study were one nonverbal seven-year old child with 

multiple medical issues and a typically developing thirteen-month old toddler. The 

nonverbal child participant, Tom was selected to participate because he was familiar with 

me, and I was familiar with him having served as his homeschool special education 

preschool/kindergarten teacher for three years previously. The emerging pre-verbal 

toddler that I chose was (pseudonym) Shayla, the grandchild of a friend, (pseudonym) 

Mary. Mary had shared photographs and stories of Shayla with me was interested in my 

research. At the time of the research, Shayla had just past her first birthday. Both children 

were in a position of being emerging and basically unable to use speech for 

communication in a way that adults perceived as talking. Therefore, I thought that these 

populations might inform each other in some way.  

Corsaro and the ‘Big Friend’ Concept. Corsaro (2003) situated his studies in 

preschools both in the U.S. and Italy. In the U.S., Corsaro carried out his research by 

observing children. When he began research in Italy, Corsaro realized that he did not 
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speak Italian, and the children did not speak English.  Corsaro wanted to see the 

children’s perspective as a peer and was not content to serve as an adult observer, 

teacher, or caregiver.  He settled himself in the sandbox (literally) and sought to interact 

with the children as another player or friend. He sought to obtain the perspective and 

voice of the children that was missing in research about children. He knew that children 

were active agents in their own socialization but wondered if he could enter that world. 

He recognized that children essentially operate in two worlds, the adult world and the 

child’s world. He wanted to become a part of the child world. He became a friend to the 

children. He was so effective at this that the children included him in some mischief, 

giving him a close-up perspective on child behavior. This was my intention in this 

research as well- to enter the child’s world as a co-player and peer as much as possible.  

Ethical Symmetry. Throughout my study the stance of ethical symmetry was 

both a theoretical construct and a methodology.  Researcher Salamon (2015) considered 

ethical symmetry as being grounded in a belief of recognizing the commonalities of 

children as research participants, while honoring their differences. This balanced 

perspective can help in addressing the ‘social epidemic’ of participatory research with 

young children as a necessary part of any ethical, participatory research process…a 

theoretical starting point in any research with young children…applied as an analytical 

lens through which to imagine what an ethically symmetrical approach in research might 

look like (p. 1022). 
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This study was developed and executed with ethical symmetry in mind. Ethical 

symmetry, as originally developed by Christensen and Prout (2002), is a strategic way to 

consider the rights, feelings, and interests of children to give them as much consideration 

in the research as you would for adults. Christensen and Prout (2002) conducted research 

with very young children in a way that reduced the chance of othering the children in the 

study. These researchers considered the ethical implications of conducting research with 

very young children. As infants and very young toddlers do not have the motor skills to 

form words that would indicate consent, ethical symmetry provides an alternate way of 

thinking about these young participants in a study in a way that sees them as having 

status and prevents othering them. Christensen and Prout (2002) provided an example of 

how to conduct research with a population that might be otherwise ‘othered’ using ethical 

symmetry. Symmetry uses the metaphor of mathematical symmetry, matching your 

practice to what you would use with adults and not making assumptions about young 

children that might dis-privilege them in the research. 

Salamon (2015) furthered this research in a study where she positioned herself in 

an infant room of a childcare center. She knew that babies ‘speak’ through their 

physicality (p. 1023).  She wanted to honor the children’s daily habits and routine, so she 

placed herself on the outside edge of the room with her back to the wall and watched. She 

intended to watch and not interact, but the babies would not leave her alone. As babies 

interacted with her, she would smile back, acknowledging them, but not infringe on their 
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routine. As this process continued, the babies were choosing to be part of her study.  In 

her notes, she states, 

But I’ve come to be ok about interacting with them and not stopping myself from 

doing it because I don’t know if it’s ok or not. I just figure it’s a part of what’s 

happening. It’s very real. There’s a part of me that’s thinking that I do engage with them, 

and I see all this amazing stuff that comes out of them, there’s so much that I’m ‘getting’ 

but I’m not an educator, I’m the researcher and that’s where I’m wondering about the 

line. What’s funny is that in a way I feel I’m more ‘in’ with them and getting such good 

footage where they’re more comfortable around me now. I guess I’ve come to imagine 

that I’m interacting upon invitation because in a way, it would be unethical not to interact 

(p. 1024). 

As part of her research process, Salamon laminated and shared photographs of the 

babies participating in their daily schedule with the babies themselves hoping that they 

would look at them and remember their experiences. What she found was that the babies 

did interact with the photographs, but not in the ways that she expected. They mouthed 

them, carried them around and even hid them. Her research focus was abandoned, and 

Salamon adjusted her study to honor the intent of the infants. She looked at the ways that 

the babies interacted with the photographs instead. She respected the voice of the babies 

in a way that allowed her to learn more about them than she would have if she had 

continued with her original plan. 
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The Salamon study pointed to the need to use ethical symmetry in research with 

the very young. This approach was considered continuously during my research process. 

Was my research forcing the interaction with the children, or was the researcher listening 

and responding to invitations to interactions?  This became evident when my original 

time frames were much too lengthy for the children. As I adjusted my parameters, I 

utilized ethical symmetry with my child participants. My study involved children who, 

due to their young ages (13-14 months) and circumstances (medically fragile, nonverbal), 

could easily be marginalized by the research process if this was not considered. 

Throughout the study, I reflected upon how I was positioning the children. How could I 

respect their rights, listen to their opinions and follow their lead? How could my position 

privilege as interpreter, adult and power-holder be leveraged to allow agency for these 

children? 

To this end, this study was intentionally nestled in the homes of the participants in 

familiar settings, where the children were living their daily lives of feeding, sleeping, 

playing, communicating and being cared for by parents and caregivers. Careful 

consideration was given to scheduling times that did not conflict with daily events of 

feeding, diapering, bathing, medication delivery, and so on. 

As researcher, I first sought to be an observer in the settings. Not content to 

merely sit back and watch, I awaited invitation from the children to interact with them. 

Like Salamon, I had a ‘plan’ for the play, but the agenda of the children’s already 

happening lives in the study prevailed. I sought to become a ‘Big Friend’ like Corsaro 
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(2003) by playing alongside the children. I engaged in play activities that were occurring 

naturally as much as possible, hoping for the child to see me as a friend and co-player 

instead of an adult. I wanted to see things from the child’s perspective. It was this attitude 

that propelled the study forward. 

Participants and Setting 

Case Study One: Tom. ‘Tom’ was a seven-year old boy, homebound due to 

medical fragility. He had a bright smile and sparkling blue eyes. He had a rare 

chromosomal difference that has resulted in cerebral palsy, autism, and other medical 

conditions.  Tom’s condition includes having very limited to no verbal abilities, very 

limited motor control in his hands, arms, trunk, feet and legs confining him to a 

wheelchair.  He can move, though. He rolls, squirms, and moves about on his back and 

stomach. He lives in his home with his twin sister, (pseudonym) ‘Pia’, mother, 

(pseudonym) ‘Karla’, and his father, (pseudonym) ‘Preston’, both in their late thirties. 

Karla attended college and works from the home. Preston attended college and works in a 

professional office. Pia attends elementary school nearby. There were no other children in 

the family although Karla announced a pregnancy near the end of the research. Two cats 

round out the family.  

During my research, Tom received 60 hours per week of skilled nursing care to 

attend to his medical needs. The home was a busy place with nurses and therapists of 

various types – speech, occupational, and physical in and out all day long.  A nurse was 

present or within earshot during all sessions. Family members were in the house at times 
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in the adjacent room. Occasionally, neighbor children visiting Pia were also in the house, 

but they were not directly involved and did not interact with Tom in my presence. The 

nurses were not allowed to talk about Tom’s condition due to confidentiality concerns. 

Any time that I asked a medical question, I was told to ask Karla. She was open and eager 

to answer my questions about Tom. Karla is the true expert and coordinator for Tom’s 

complicated life. Preston also knows a great deal about Tom, but, I did not have many 

opportunities to speak with him due to his work schedule.   

I had taught Tom as a homeschool special education preschool and kindergarten 

student for three years prior. I remained in social contact with the family. Pia was in my 

preschool class at the school campus for two years earlier. I was familiar with Tom’s 

family although I did not see them on a daily, basis. I occasionally saw Pia at school. 

Karla and I met for coffee socially from time to time.  

Working with Tom and receiving input from his family I knew that Tom did not 

have any standard words except for “hi”. However, he used a variety of sounds, rough 

gestures (due to difficulty with fine motor tasks), sporadic eye contact and head nods to 

communicate. Tom had been assigned a complicated computerized augmentative device 

for communication, which used several screens and a plethora of buttons with pictures on 

them, but the family had not started to use it much because it was too complicated, 

cumbersome and inconvenient to be used when interacting in real time. As Karla   

explained, it was not nearby when they needed to tell him or ask him something.  Instead, 
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the family relied on Tom’s gaze, verbal outbursts and sounds, facial expressions, and 

touching the things that he wants when given a choice.  

The research was carried out in two settings in Tom’s home. Sometimes, we met 

in the ‘nest’ area, where he spent most of his time in the home while other times, we met 

in the area that his family considers his school space. The nest area is a large, 

approximately 7 x7 foot area of a much larger room covered with many soft blankets and 

pillows on the sides to block the coffee table and outside edges of the space. Tom had 

toys and books, a ceiling fan above the area and a large television which was usually   

tuned into children’s programming. His nurses had a cart for his medical needs. There 

were IV poles with his tube feed and medication set ups, a stander, a wheelchair, and a 

large, modified tricycle. There were medications and machines to monitor his breathing 

and provide oxygen for him. The house was much like a mini- hospital.  

The school room was down the hall from the family room/nest space and 

contained a standard student desk and chair from the school and space for an adult to sit 

down. The room had a large window, which was covered with soft blinds to allow light to 

come through. There was a large, colorful painting on one wall with a man and a woman 

sitting at a bar on it. Tom would frequently gaze at the painting; I surmise that Tom 

thought that the woman in the painting looked like his mother. There was a television in 

this room as well, but although it was not on when I was there. Tom’s wheelchair or 

stander were placed with him facing into the room towards the softly illuminated 

window. The school room was developed by the family to provide a less distracting space 
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for Tom to have his home-based school, physical, occupational, and speech therapy. The 

nurses were always nearby to hear his monitor in case that Tom was in distress.  

I did not modify the environment upon arrival: the television was left on or off, 

windows were not adjusted, fan was not turned on or off, etc. When I arrived, I washed 

my hands and removed my shoes as directed by the family and took my place with Tom 

wherever he was. At times, he was in the middle of a tube or medication feed. The nurse 

made an indication of when the session could begin without interrupting the flow of care. 

It was not possible to predict where Tom would be or to request a setting, but since I 

desired to fit into his typical daily routine as much as possible, this was appropriate. 

When Tom was at the stander or in the wheelchair, a tray was used as a play surface. Play 

materials sat on the nearby desk. The amount of time that Tom spent in the wheelchair or 

stander was limited and monitored by the nurse. I did not move Tom, nor was he moved 

by the nurses during any of our sessions.   

I had intended to use Tom’s own toys for the play during the session. He had 

many stuffed toys as well as electronic toys that light up and make sounds. After trying 

this in the introductory sessions, I found that using Tom’s toys did not work well, as Tom 

was not interested in his own toys. Instead, I brought toys such as Mickey and Minnie 

Puppets, books, blocks, and light up toys. I knew from working with Tom before that he 

loved it when I blew bubbles for him. I used a plastic slinky and a circle of tone bells that 

could be hit with a stick to make melodious sounds. I sang children’s songs, often made 
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up spontaneously as the situation demanded or to fit the toys in use. I read many books to 

him.   

I decided before starting this study to exclude technological devices including 

Tom’s iPad from the study even though they were typically used by his therapists for 

speech, occupational, and physical therapy. My reasoning for this was to create a simple 

play setting that did not include the distraction of technology, although some of the toys 

and books lit up and/or made noises. I wanted more active play in our sessions and did 

not think that the iPad would elicit the same type of play. The parents were in accord 

about this decision. They had noted that Tom frequently threw the iPad off his tray, 

having broken one or two already.  

 I selected books for Tom based upon things I already knew about him. Tom liked 

books that had illustrations with large prominent eyes on the characters, Mickey Mouse 

and other characters and books that ‘did something’ like light up or play music. I also 

selected books that I knew from my experience that other six and seven-year old boys 

were interested in such as Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, Captain America, and Batman.  

A complete list of titles of the books utilized is available in Appendix A.  

 Tom’s parents were pleased to sign consent and saw this as a benefit for their 

child. They were generally not present for the sessions. They consented to being 

interviewed and gave consent for their daughter, Pia, to be interviewed, as well. I 

communicated with them via text message and phone calls to determine days and times 

when Tom was well enough and had time for me to come for a session. I worked with 
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Tom over two months. The sessions were not contiguous due to illnesses and scheduling 

conflicts.  

Case Study Two: Shayla. Shayla was the bright, brown-eyed, dark curly haired 

Latina toddler granddaughter of Mary. I had seen pictures of Shayla since her birth as her 

grandmother worked with me. When I initially talked to the family, Shayla was six 

months old. By the time I had received IRB approval, Shayla was thirteen months old.  

Shayla was an only child had not attended any childcare settings except with her 

grandmothers when parents were at work. Her parents reported that she fussed a bit. She 

appeared well-cared for and rarely fussed in my presence.  Her grandmother Mary was 

there during our first meeting for introductions but did not come to any other sessions as 

the family felt comfortable with my presence.  

Shayla’s family included her parents, (pseudonym) ‘Hannah’ and (pseudonym) 

‘Macon’, both age 20, who worked outside the home. Both parents graduated from high 

school. Hannah attended trade school. Macon works in a trade, while Hannah works in 

the medical field.  Shayla’s maternal grandmother cares for Shayla in her home when the 

parents are at work. Shayla’s paternal grandmother, ‘Mary’, did not live with the family, 

but she was present in one session as well for introductions. We had taught together 

several years ago and remained in contact. When I had asked Mary about her 

granddaughter, she eagerly asked her son if I could do my research with Shayla.  Macon 

was a former student of mine. I had not met Shayla’s mother, Hannah, prior to this 
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research. I did not know Shayla’s family socially but heard about them regularly from 

Mary.  

Shayla’s parents and grandmother reported that Shayla was not talking yet but 

babbled quite a bit. Shayla was initially very quiet around me but warmed up the second 

time that I visited to her house. Grandmother Mary was present in the initial session to 

make introductions. Shayla was happy to see her grandmother, hugged her and handed 

her toys.  

The research with Shayla took place in the family’s living room, which contained 

a couch and a soft rug over the carpeting. There was a playpen in the corner where 

Shayla’s toys were stored in the playpen except for the one that she was carrying around. 

Shayla had a small pink fluffy easy chair, which she used in front of the television.   

Shayla frequently had a sippy cup of water with her. There was a television in the room 

that was on at times. When it was on, it was tuned into public television shows such as 

Sesame Street.  Generally, both parents were present, although Hannah was the one who 

sat on the floor with Shayla and me. Macon would come in and out of the room doing 

various household tasks and sometimes sat on the couch, mostly watching Shayla, mom 

and me, occasionally commenting. The environment was not modified in any way, except 

to place a towel on the floor the day that water was brought in for a play activity. The 

intention was to use Shayla’s toys which were used a few times, particularly her Minnie 

Mouse doll with my Mickey and Minnie Mouse puppets. We used one of Shayla’s books 
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one time. Shayla quickly learned that my big blue bag had toys and books in it, so at each 

visit she eagerly crawled over to it to see what I had brought with me for play.  

 Shayla was typically awake upon my arrival. Although effort was given to 

maintaining her schedule, and I called and texted to confirm my session times so that the 

times were convenient for the family, one time, Macon woke her up when I arrived. My 

original plan was to have one of the parents do most of the interaction and play, but this 

did not happen in a natural way, so I had to become part of the session.  Much like 

Salamon in her study (2015), it would have been unethical not to respond to the child’s 

invitation to participate in play. Despite my encouragement for Hannah to read to the 

Shayla and introduce new toys to her, the child came to see me as the avenue for new 

toys, play activities and books. As the sessions continued, Hannah became much more 

involved in the play.  

Pseudonyms, Consent/Assent and Confidentiality. Pseudonyms were employed 

to protect the confidentiality of the children and their families. Parents signed consent 

forms because the children were not able to sign for their own consent, assent was noted 

and when the child showed distress (crying, fussing) or lack of interest (rolling or 

walking away or turning head away for more than a few seconds,) the session was 

stopped. I was cognizant of the child’s level of interest and respected their request to stop 

when indicated by the child. In those instances, it was as if the child’s voice was saying 

‘no more for today’ or ‘I’m done’. During the sessions, I used the children’s given names.  

This was evident on the video recordings. The transcripts were coded with a pseudonym, 
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and in time, I began to think of the children’s pseudonyms as their real names. Every 

effort was given to maintain the confidentiality of the identities of the participants.  

Because the subjects were from two vulnerable populations due to age and handicapping 

conditions, every effort was utilized to ensure that the research was completed with 

integrity and ethical symmetry.  

 The interviews at the end of the study provided closure for the participants and 

their families. The children were given the books that interested each of them and toys 

that they were most interested in at that time. The video-clips were shared with the 

families to be kept as a keepsake. 

Research Process 

I began building my data collection phase by building rapport. Having read in 

research studies that children are often distracted by a new adult in their familiar setting, I 

expected this process to take longer than it did in both settings. Many times, I had noticed 

that young children are unsure of how to handle a new adult in their home or childcare 

setting. Although I had spent time with Tom previously, some time had passed, and so I 

was not sure of how much he remembered me. When I met him for the first session, he 

surprised me by looking right at me, smiling and squealing, showing that he was ready 

right away to interact. It was a reunion of friends. Rapport was not difficult.  

Upon entering Shayla’s home, it took only a few minutes to put Shayla and her 

family at ease with my presence. Shayla’s father had been in my class many years ago, 

and his grandmother was a colleague of mine at work.  Grandma had helped pave the 
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way for my being there. Shayla was quiet at first, sitting with her mother. The parents 

both acted calmly and welcomed me into their home, certainly an endorsement that meant 

safety to Shayla, who eagerly brought me toys and made eye contact. Shayla was 

comfortable and began to welcome me with smiles and giggles when I entered the room 

for her play sessions.  

I believe it helped that I was known in the community as a teacher and that both 

sets of parents saw the research as an enriching ‘bonus’ to their child.  Trust had to be 

built in both environments, and it was enhanced by being as transparent and open as 

possible to understanding and valuing what it already existing in the scene (schedule, 

staff actions, etc.) and my interest in hearing what these children had to say. Due to these 

factors, negotiation and trust building in these settings was not difficult.  

My plan was to video tape the play sessions. At first, the plan was to use a camera 

attached to a pair of glasses. However, the user reviews reported that the videos were of 

poor quality. It was then decided to use a go-pro camera mounted on a strap worn on my 

head. I wore this during the play session before I started taping to allow the children to 

get comfortable with the light and general ‘goofiness’ that it presented on my head.  In 

general, Tom was not distracted by the go-pro camera, although I expected him to be 

distracted by the light on top. I had to remove the camera from the head strap in sessions 

with Shayla for she was both fascinated and distracted by it. After that, it was placed on 

the floor near her, which allowed for her perspective, but from the side. My cell phone 

camera was used as a second recording device since the children were familiar with them 
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because their parents had them. A tripod was not used because this would seem unnatural 

in these settings. It made sense to use two cameras for several reasons. Occasionally, one 

camera did not record because the battery ran out, or the camera was focused on the 

ceiling instead of the child. In general, the go-pro camera provided a consistently better 

view of the play sessions. The cameras were not on continuously during the introductory 

phase. The plan was to have them off, but after seeing the light on the go-pro camera, I 

realized that this was something that the children needed to adjust to seeing. The 

combination of these two cameras provided two participant viewpoints and good audio. 

Each day the video-clips were removed from the device and downloaded.  This was as 

naturalistic of a setting as I could hope. I followed the advice of Gee (2011) to employ 

both audio and video taping so I could see and hear the children’s reactions, both auditory 

and visually. 

The data collection was completed with Tom first. The exploratory first phase, 

consisting of two sessions lasted about a week. Throughout the first phase, I began to 

develop a directory of possibly responses and vocalizations. I reflected after each session 

and documented some of the findings as field notes. Planning was completed to decide 

what to bring for play the next session.  I found that bringing novel toys and books along 

with old favorites and the ever-popular Mickey and Minnie Mouse puppets were 

motivating for the children to participate. I introduced a new book or toy during each 

session. I continued working with Tom during the months of March, April and May. The 
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dates were not sequential, due to illness, family activities and scheduling. I worked with 

Shayla in July and August.  

My plan had been to have the play sessions last thirty to forty-five minutes. This 

proved too long as indicated by Tom beginning to look away consistently and by Shayla 

crawling away or settling into her small pink easy chair. This was modified to have 

sessions last up to approximately twenty or thirty minutes or when the play naturally 

came to a stop or the child crawled away (Shayla) or lost interest and turned away (Tom). 

The video-clips were from less than a minute to over thirty minutes long. As I wanted to 

honor the child’s willingness to interact, I watched for signs that the child had lost 

interest and stopped the session immediately when this happened. In some cases, I 

recognized that the child was not feeling well and immediately stopped. I knew that the 

children could not voice their consent to participate, so I had to assume that when they 

continued to participate, they were assenting to the research, and when they were not 

active participants, they were dissenting to participate (Quennerstedt, 2015). 

Researcher Role 

In this study, I tried to enter the spaces of the emerging/pre-verbal toddlers and 

nonverbal children to become ‘one of them’.  In this way, the interactions between the 

children and me could become a genuine friendship, with the me as a co-player in the 

setting framed after Corsaro’s work with the ‘big friend’. When Tom made consistent eye 

contact with me, and handed me books, or indicated more with his hands, I knew that he 
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was seeing me as his friend. Shayla would do similar things to indicate that she saw me 

as a co-player, as well.  

I found that as much as I wanted to see things from a child’s perspective and 

follow the child’s lead, leaving my position as an adult was difficult. My role as 

preschool teacher was difficult to shed, despite my persistence to see these sessions as 

play with me as a co-player.  I realized this early in the sessions with Tom. As I could not 

fully be a co-player, I tried my best to follow the children’s actions and follow their lead 

into what they were interested in doing. This was not always successful. Although not 

aware of it at the time, upon viewing the video-clips, there were times when I or a parent 

wanted to switch books or activities before the child was ready to move on. There was 

effort to be unobtrusive as possible, but again, this was difficult as I was a ‘recognized 

teacher authority’ by the parents in both settings. I found that I could not fully shed my 

reputation and life’s work as a ‘teacher’ despite trying hard not to be one. Thirty-two 

years in an early childhood classroom in this community preceded the time of this 

research. It was impossible to tell them to think of me as a friend, as simply Jenny and 

not my classroom persona of Mrs. Lichtsinn.  

One of the features that I looked for and gave importance to throughout the data 

collection phase was joint attention in communication and learning with the children. It is 

well-known in the early childhood field that children learn through relationships 

(Degotardi, 2017). During the sessions, joint attention was achieved and maintained with 

the children. Relationship with the children was a focus, so my research agenda was 
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secondary when I was with the children. I believe that children sense when they are being 

listened to and heard. It is my experience that children were already experts at 

maintaining joint attention. They are savvy to the distracted, disinterested adult 

participant, so I persevered to maintain joint attention.  

Learning is seen to be very much the outcome of relationships between children 

…and the adults who care for them in every setting, and between the professional 

educators and the families and communities who have provided children’s earliest 

experiences (Degotardi, 2007, p. 14).  

Joint attention occurs when participants (in this case adults and children) connect 

their minds on a single focus through interest in a common object or action.  This 

happens when two individuals look at the same object and comment on the object or use 

the object in a cooperative way. Typically developing children develop joint attention 

around seven months (Degotardi, 2017). When children and adults utilize joint attention, 

they are exchanging ideas and trying to see into the mind of the other participant. 

Gauvain (1995) states that  

Involvement with others, either at play or at work, creates opportunities for 

individuals to evaluate and refine their understanding as they are exposed to the thinking 

of others and as they participate in creating some form of shared understanding with 

others (p. 39).  

Data collection took place over five-months, a little over two months in each 

setting during the late spring and summer of 2018. As both children’s homes have ‘child 
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friendly’ flexible schedules, the sessions were not strictly sequential due to child illness, 

family vacations, and other plans. All the sessions with Tom were completed before 

beginning with Shayla.  In both settings, the children’s welfare, health and well-being 

were priority, and if a child felt ill, fell asleep, turned away persistently (Tom), or 

crawled away (Shayla), the session ended. 

  During this phase, I intentionally followed the children into play settings, much 

like Corsaro did in Italy.  As I sought to be an insider, another ‘player’, I used strategies 

such as Salamon’s ethical symmetry (2015), which involved the researcher following the 

child into play the to see if this increases responses. In Salamon’s research, she tried to 

match her actions and activities to what the children were interested in. In doing this, 

Salamon placed values on what the child wanted to do instead of what the researcher 

wanted the child to do.  

Play Sessions 

The play sessions with the children allowed me to collect the data. I provided 

books, toys and simple activities for the child to choose from and participate in. I 

provided choices to stimulate interactions, such as the choice of two books or two toys. I 

sang songs, used puppets, played games, read books and participated in playful activities 

with the children. At times, Shayla would present toys to me, and these items were given 

priority in our playtimes. The play sessions were videotaped using a go-pro camera and a 

cellphone camera. My rationale for using these two types of recording devices was that 

the cell phone is something that children regularly have around them, and the go-pro 
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camera was easily placed at the children’s eye level by placing it on a band around my 

head. Although it was designed to be operated using a cellphone, I tended to use the 

buttons on top of the device, which led to some bumpy video-clips but was a generally 

useful way to observe the child. These two devices were all that I needed to capture the 

interactions between the child, me and anyone else in the room.  

The quest of my research was to obtain the perspective and voice of the children. I 

knew to be cognizant of ethical symmetry and to minimize othering the children in any 

way. Effort was taken to watch for assent in extending the play or reading by children’s 

actions, sounds, and words, and to recognize that children were active agents in their own 

care and learning. In this research, ‘adult’ (pre-conceived) knowledge of the 

communicative strategies that emerging/pre-verbal and nonverbal children use to try to 

determine the nuanced ways that the children were communicated. I am certain that it 

was not always correct. I could not fully shed adult privilege in these interactions.  

Marshall and Rossman (2011) stated that in qualitative research, the researcher is 

the instrument. In my research, I sought reciprocity with the children and caregivers in 

the setting by following their cues and entering their space in the most respectful way 

possible. I persisted to enter with an open mind, flexible enough to ‘fit’ in the best way 

possible, seeking meaning in the interactions. This allowed the research to occur in the 

most naturalist setting and allowed me to view things from the child’s perspective. I was, 

however, clear as to my reason for being in these settings. I truthfully and transparently 

shared the research questions with the parents in advance, so they understood their 
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children’s perspectives by becoming one of them as much possible, as recommended by 

Marshall and Rossman (2011). 

I initiated most of the play sessions. In retrospect, it would have been interesting 

to wait and allow the time to initiate the play and it this research was replicated, I would 

recommend that the researcher allow the child to initiate, especially in the case of 

toddlers. It was more difficult for Tom to initiate the play, as he is accustomed to things 

being ‘done’ to him throughout the day, with little opportunities for him to initiate play.    

Eventually, Shayla initiated changing the play activities by taking items out of my open 

bag of materials. Generally, Tom would wait patiently for the first book to be read to 

him. With Shayla, a toy would be explored first. I tried to ascertain what the child felt 

like doing that day by looking at the child’s facial expressions and if they were already 

using a toy or otherwise involved in an activity. 

 If the television was on in either house, it was left on. The television was on in 

about half of Shayla’s sessions. The television in the nest area of Tom’s home was 

generally on, whereas the television in the school area was always off. Shayla’s home, it 

generally quiet, except for the television. Tom’s home was a cacophony of family 

members, nurses, and phone calls in an adjacent space. Neither Tom, nor Shayla seemed 

distracted by these noises, with the exception that Shayla called out to Elmo once upon 

seeing him on her television. Hannah seems a bit distracted by the television at times. 

During the sessions, the child, the researcher and the parent (in Shayla’s case) 

would interact with a variety of books and toys. With Tom, favorite toys were utilized 
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many times, including the Mickey and Minnie mouse puppets, small animal finger 

puppets, light up spinners, a plastic slinky, and many board books. Shayla also enjoyed 

the Mickey and Minnie mouse puppets (and would sometimes bring out her Minnie Doll 

as well), the small animal finger puppets and a chime bell set. Once Shayla appeared that 

she was getting bored of the toys, I brought in a few other toys including a small plastic 

bowl, pancake whisk, and spoon, a tub of water, blocks, an empty oatmeal tub, metal lids 

and other simple items for sensory play. Both children loved bubbles, as well.  The 

playthings were generally simple, uncomplicated toys. The books, selected with the 

children in mind were high interest with pop ups, moving parts, sounds and bright, simple 

pictures.  After the study, the children were given many of the books and some of the 

toys as a thank you for participating in the research.  

Interviews 

All the parents and Tom’s sibling were interviewed using a somewhat structured 

interview format (Marshall and Rossman, 2011). I used a list of questions as a 

springboard for discussion (see Appendix C). The questions were not strictly followed, as 

I situated the task as more of a conversation about the participant child than a structured 

interview. Some of the topics included if they felt that their children were ‘talking’ to 

them, how they could tell, what kinds of things the child said, if the child’s 

communication strategies had changed over time, if the child had opinions, and if their 

child had a right to have what they said taken seriously. I used a similar format in 

interviewing Tom’s twin, Pia.  
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My intention was to ask questions to each parent individually, so I could hear 

what each had to say away from the other parent.  However, after asking both sets of 

parents to interview, in both settings, the parents requested to be interviewed together. 

This was likely due to the informal setting I set up for the interview. It was interesting to 

see the interaction of the parents in conversation about their child. I don’t know if their 

responses would have differed had they been interviewed separately.  

For Tom’s family’s interview, which took place on a non-interaction day, I 

provided breakfast. We sat at the table in their home. Tom was watching children’s 

programming on television while lying in his nest nearby. This allowed for a casual 

conversation. The parents demonstrated confidence in discussing Tom’s communication 

strengths. The parents were interviewed together first, and then Tom’s twin, alone. Karla 

was initially concerned about being tape-recorded. I put her at ease by letting her know 

that her responses were confidential and that I would use a pseudonym for her.  Tom’s 

nurses were not included due to confidentiality of medical information.  The interviews 

lasted about a half an hour. I felt that Tom’s parents’ responses reflected and confirmed 

what I had seen in Tom’s sessions.  

With Shayla, the interview was at the end of the last session, accommodating the 

parents’ busy schedules. Shayla played on the floor while I sat on the floor, and Shayla’s 

parents sat in the nearby couch as the interview was held.  Shayla’s parents appeared to 

enjoy talking about Shayla. They would pause thoughtfully before answering questions. 
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Shayla’s parents offered examples of how Shayla communicated in ways that she had not 

demonstrated in our sessions. 

 The hope of these interviews was to provide answers insight into how these two 

children’s families viewed their respective child’s communication abilities.  Both 

families talked very openly about their children and how and when they understand them. 

Both families confirmed my assumption that children who are understood are happier and 

fuss less although that was not a focus of this research.  

Transcription 

After I collected the data, I watched the video clips from start to finish. I had 

intended to transcribe each day after I collected the data, but this did not happen. Instead, 

I viewed the transcripts again, and then, using a three-column format for the child, 

myself, and a parent, if applicable to type the words, sounds, gestures and other 

nonverbal indications that I saw. The video-clips were transcribed from both the child 

and adult perspectives (if both clips produced a usable film) and compared to allow me to 

glean communication techniques that the children were utilizing. Careful attention was 

given to see and hear the nuanced behavior and sounds that the children used. Several 

times, I was surprised to hear near-conventional words from both children such as ‘no’, 

‘yesh’, and ‘mine’.  I respected that “children’s voices can and ought to be taken 

seriously” (Mahon, Glendinning, Clarke & Craig,1996, p. 146). The data on the video 

recordings were hand transcribed by carefully watching a few seconds of video, typing it 

into an excel document in a three-column format and then verifying it by watching it a 
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second or third time. This laborious process took several months. The transcripts were 

printed for better analysis during the discourse analysis which followed.  

Discourse Analysis 

After hand transcription, codes were developed.  I subjected myself to critical 

reflection (Giugni as cited in MacNaughton, 2005) to review and re-examine what I had 

collected.  After determining that the interactive communication that I documented was 

as genuine as possible and truly represented what I had seen and experienced with the 

children, I gazed upon the child’s perspective (Smith as cited in MacNaughton, 2005) to 

see and hear the dialogue as the child experienced it. Self-examination of the words that I 

said were part of this process, I examined my stance as well to determine instances where 

I was expressing adult privilege and othering the child. This process allowed me to see 

how children use agency and communication to affect their care and learning. Themes 

emerged from the data, which led to the creation of codes for the dialogue as I searched 

for meaning from the discourse. I did this using the following tools of inquiry (Gee, 

2011): the social language used, the discourse [of the play session] and the intertextuality 

of the words and actions of the participants. The context for each scene was noted to 

include what the child, parents and researcher were doing and saying and what objects 

(toys) we were utilizing in our play. I considered the context as follows: 

…the physical setting in which a communication takes place and everything in it; 

the bodies, eye gaze, gestures and movements of those present; what has previously been 
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said and done by those involved in the communication; any shared knowledge of those 

involved, including shared cultural knowledge (Gee, p. 100).  

It was especially difficult to transcribe instances of the things that ‘Tom’ 

expressed, which included the occasional word, humming, screaming, and squealing with 

delight. With these sounds, I diligently transcribed what I heard, adding another letter 

each time the sound went longer than a word typically would (e.g. a five second 

humming sound would be transcribed as “Hmmmmm” to indicate the length of the 

utterance). I used sound play in place of representing Tom’s sounds instead of 

orthography (Ochs, 1979) which gave a better representation for what he was expressing. 

Wanting the sessions to be viewed as playful, I chose to transcribe the lines as sound 

play.   Ochs (1979) shared that sound play is rarely used in research. In fact, there are few 

descriptions of sound play from an academic perspective.  However, it seemed an 

appropriate tool in this case. Sound play is what infants and toddlers naturally do as they 

experience communication with others. Sounds are an important part of a child’s 

repertoire. The Center for Early Literacy Learning (2010) publication lists ways that 

parents can promote children’s language development by using the sounds that a baby 

already makes, as well as songs, rhymes and animal sounds. Sound play sees the child as 

a playful agent in communicating with others.  

Most toddlers naturally play with language by repeating words, phrases, or songs 

over and over. They like to make up nonsense words. You can help your toddler’s 

language develop by joining in his play. Encourage him to pay attention to the sounds he 
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is making. Research shows when caregivers respond enthusiastically to attempts at word 

play, toddlers develop language skills more quickly and easily (CELL, 2010). 

In viewing the transcripts of my sessions, I considered the nonverbal 

communication strategies that the children employed such as gesture, gaze, positioning 

and so on as voice as well as the sounds and vocalizations that the child used. Ochs 

(1979) contended that children can “employ gesture, body orientation and eye gaze to 

perform a variety of communicative acts”. She continued by stating that in seeing both 

the verbal and the nonverbal “together they convey the child’s intentions” (Ochs, 1979, 

p.52).  I fully recognized that the transcript of the dialogue that I created from the video 

clips, though as accurate as possible, was probably not. It is unlikely that I, as an adult, 

could accurately translate the child’s intent on my own, and it would be disrespectful to 

assume that my understanding of what the child was expressing was complete. Gee stated 

that such accuracy does not exist in writing. “Speech always has far more detail in it than 

could ever be captured” (p. 117).  Sounds are likely even less likely to be captured in an 

accurate way. However, I persevered with transcribing what I heard and saw.  

Coding 

As I was analyzing the transcripts, codes emerged. I coded things from both the 

child’s and the adult’s perspective as I observed it occurring on the transcript. The video 

tapes were essential for this process as in some cases, I needed to view it several times to 

determine the intent of the individual participants, as much as was possible, recognizing 

the natural pitfalls of understanding anything from another person’s point of view. As I 
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was watching myself, as well, I had to set myself aside and view myself from the outside. 

This was not easy, as it is hard to consider your own perspective from another view.  In 

coding the children’s intent, I watched to see the function of the utterance, action, word 

or sound. This led me to see themes, which developed into codes.  

For this analysis, participant communication strategies on the part of the children 

and adults were identified, categorized and then developed into codes. These codes 

emerged from the transcription data. Codes identified were as follows: acknowledgement, 

answer, change the focus (ready or not), offering choices, command, confirmation, 

circular play, distraction, engaged (not otherwise communicating), encouragement, 

extend the play/book, question, remember when, social (greetings), scaffolding/teaching 

and talking for the child. These strategies were used by the children and the parents and 

me during the play sessions.  From these themes, eight were chosen to be scrutinized 

further as these were the most relevant to my research questions.  I included in my 

transcribing as much of what happened in the interactions as possible to attempt to 

capture the essence of the play and the communication that arose during it.  I was also 

interested in the ways that the children specifically answered questions.  

Below are the codes (see Figure 1) that emerged to be indicative of the types of 

communication that the children utilized in the play sessions. In the next chapter, 

examples from the transcripts are given for each case study and child.  
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Code (Lichtsinn) What does it look like? 

Talking for another  The child says something. The adult translates 

it; correctly or incorrectly. 

Confirmation/Acknowledgement The child ‘asks’ if they or the situation is safe; 

seeking reassurance. 

Changing the Focus The child is on a topic. The adult changes the 

topic rapidly. 

Scaffolding/Explanation/Teaching The child may ask how something works or the 

adult may explain or teach the child how to do 

or use it. 

Offering Choices The child or adult offers a choice of activities, 

toys or books. 

Remember When? The adult brings forth a former situation and 

reminds the child. 

Extend the Book/Play  The child or adult adds expressions, comments 

or play activities to a book reading session. 

Circular Play The child or adult circles back to a previous 

activity or book. 

Figure 1: Researcher-assigned codes and descriptions of child's and/or adult's behaviors 

As I developed my coding, I became aware of primitive speech acts (Dore, 1974). 

A primitive speech act, as defined by Dore, is a sound or word that may or may not be 

paired with a gesture to communicate something. Dore identified ten primitive speech 

acts: calling, greeting, protesting, requesting answer, requesting action, answering, 

labeling, repeating and practicing.  These actions by children and adults in interactions 

for different communicative purposes. I found that many of these primitive speech acts 

paired with the codes that I had developed (see Figure 2).  

Halliday (1975) also found communicative acts in children’s speech but called 

them communicative functions. Halladay’s functions were interactional, personal, 

heuristic, regulatory, instrumental, informative and imaginative. These communicative 
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functions are listed in the coding chart below. Heuristic in this context involved the 

teaching of a skill (see Figure 2).  

 
Code 

(Lichtsinn) 
Primitive Speech Acts 

(PSA) 
(Dore) 

Child’s (perceived) 
Perspective 
(Lichtsinn) 

Adult Perspective 
(Lichtsinn) 

Communicative 
Function (Halliday) 

Talking for another Labeling 
Translation by the adult 

The adult is saying my 
words  
for me. Is this what I 
meant? 

The adult speaks for the 
child, assuming and 
interpreting what the 
child meant to say. 
Adult may label an item 
for the child or assume 
intention.  

Relational 
Heuristic 
Informative  

Confirmation/Acknowled
gment 

Request  
(child) 

Is my adult okay with 
this setting? What can I 
learn here? Is this 
something I want to 
participate in? What is 
my role? 

Does this child want to 
participate? 
 Are they comfortable 
with the setting?  

Heuristic 
Regulatory 
(adult) 
Instrumental  
(child) 

Changing the Focus 
(Ready or Not) 

 I was not ready to 
change topics. Is the 
adult listening/watching 
me? 

The adult changes the 
focus of the play 
abruptly.  

Regulatory (adult) 
Regulatory 
(child) 

Scaffolding/Explanatio
n/ 
Teaching 

Labeling (adult) 
Request for an answer 
(child) 

I do not know how to 
do this. Maybe the 
adult knows best.  

The adult teaches the 
child something or 
explains how to do 
something.  

Heuristic & Informative  
(adult) 
 

Offering Choices Labeling choices 
(adult) 
Selecting choice (child) 

I get to choose what I 
want to do.  

The adult offers the 
child a choice from two 
or more activities, 
books, etc.  

Informative (adult) 
Instrumental  
(child) 

Remember When? Verbal recall (adult)  
Thought recall 
(assumed) 
(child) 
 

I’ve read/played/done 
this before. 

The adult evokes a 
memory of a shared 
experience to help them 
with a new experience.  

Personal 
(adult and child) 
 

Extend the book/Play Reading aloud  
Picture discussion 
Labeling 
Questions 
(adult) 
Response  
Interest  
(child) 
 
 

This book is fun. I get 
to spend more time 
with this book.  

The participants enjoy a 
book. Both parties 
attend and add to the 
book sharing 
experience through 
commenting, actions, 
etc.  

Imaginative 
Interactional 
Personal 
Informative 

Circular Play Asking for more, 
handing toys & books, 
returning to play (child 
& adult) 

I want to play with this 
again. 
Will you keep playing 
this with me?  

The child returns to a 
previously uses play 
theme from earlier in 
the play session.   

Imaginative 
Interactional 
Personal 
Informative 

Figure 2. Chart of codes, PSAs, perspectives and communication functions 
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Unlike Halliday and Dore, my codes were paired with both the adult and child 

perspectives as this was a focus of my study, although the child perspectives were 

privileged for this study. With these codes, I was able to attempt to understand what the 

child and the adult were thinking and experiencing in the interaction. The child’s 

perspective was key, yet many of the codes were developed from an adult perspective. 

Why did this happen? As an adult it was hard to dismiss my privilege to see things from a 

child’s point of view, so I added a chart to attempt to explain how I thought the child 

might perceive the interaction, based on what I saw from the child. I could not fully place 

myself into the mind of a child, but I persevered to see things from their perspective. 

Still, the position and perspective of the bring the adult, was difficult to disrupt.  

After coding my qualitative data, I then quantified the data by counting the 

number of instances for each type of response. This allowed me to see how many times 

each response was given by the child or participant. Pie graphs were also developed to 

show the percentages of each type of response. No value was left out as insignificant as 

all communication was regarded as essential and important to be included in the data set.  

Conclusion  

Throughout the data collection, transcription and coding process, I strove to be 

cognizant of ethical symmetry with the children and to minimize othering the children in 

any way. Effort was taken to watch for assent in extending the play or reading by 

children’s actions, sounds and words and to recognize that children were active agents in 

their own care, learning and play. The children’s actions, gaze, physicality, gestures, 



RIGHTS OF CHILDREN IN OWN CARE AND LEARNING  79 
 

 
 
 

sounds and occasional conventional words were transcribed and taken seriously. In this 

research, ‘adult’ (pre-conceived) knowledge of the communicative strategies that 

emerging/pre-verbal toddler and nonverbal children use to express opinions, choices and 

intent was used as a starting point to see ‘more’ of what the young child could be 

expressing. When adults are willing to set aside their preconceived notions to view the 

child as a worthy agent with their own rights to participate in their own care and learning, 

perspectives can be seen. It is only when the seek this clarification and honor the vastness 

of the communicating repertoire of the child that agency can be fully recognized. In the 

next chapter, I discuss the case studies and highlight occasions in the transcriptions where 

the child was empowered to articulate agency, opinion and stance.  
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Chapter 4: Enactments of Children’s Agency 

Research Question One 

In this chapter, I will begin to answer the research questions. What are the subtle 

ways that emerging/pre-verbal toddlers and nonverbal children express their agency, 

wants and needs? To do this, I accessed the data transcriptions that I obtained. Dore’s 

primitive speech acts (1974) and Halliday’s (1975) communicative functions were 

compared (see figure 2). My data consisted of 23 video-taped play sessions, 12 of Tom 

and 11 of Shayla. Video recordings were taped from both the child and adult perspective.  

The chart below shows the number of instances of the different coded responses 

that occurred during play sessions with the children. This includes responses from the 

children, parents and me. It does not include all the possible responses that could be 

collected from these data (for example nonverbal gaze, very subtle body movements and 

actions, etc.) but could be considered a good representation from the transcripts. It is 

interesting to note that circular play was the most observed type of communication 

strategies during Shayla’s sessions. With Tom, engaged attention was the most prevalent. 

Tom’s high level of engaged attention may be partially due to my previous time with him 

as his teacher (unspoken agreements on how our sessions were structured perhaps). 

Interesting as well, was the high level of distraction during Shayla’s sessions. This may 

be partially due to have two adults in interaction instead of one, requiring the child to 
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shift focus, lessening the demand for both adults to be fully present during the sessions.  

 

Figure 3. Instances of Coded Responses. 

I was also interested in the variety of responses that the children gave in response 

to being asked a question, a strategy which was employed often by the adults (and 

myself) during the sessions. A sampling of these responses is listed below.  

 

Name of Video Tom's Responses 
Mickey Mouse Squealing, smiling, turning, looking away, nodding head, gaze, 

"Um", "Yeah", sounds 
Tom: ABC Fingerprints Squealing, sign "More", smiling, gaze, actions with books, 

"Yeah", sounds 
Look at That Smile! Squealing, "Hey", actions with book, sounds 
Green Slinky  Signs "More", smiles, moves self (leaning, uprights head), 

"Huh?", sounds 
Are We Done with That Book? Actions with book, pushes electronic button, looks away, 

chooses with hand placement, sounds, "Hey", "Done".  
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Tom: Swing Signs "More", says "Yeah", gritting teeth, moving head, nods 
yes, squealing, "I wannamo", smiles, "Huh?" 

Tom and the Blankie Sounds, gaze, reaching for books & toys, chooses with hand 
placement, pressing illustrations with fingers, nods yes, head 
placement 

Tom: Disney Movies Laughing, gaze, "Yeah", "Uh", turns page, grabs book, signs 
"More", dropping toys off tray, "Hey" 

Cupcakes Rakes hand, "Yeah", shakes head, drops toys, guttural sounds, 
sounds 

The Planet Endor Smiling, "Huh?", moves head, nods, signs "More", gaze, grits 
teeth, gurgles sounds, sounds 

Am I Blinking? Squealing, "Mom", "Huh?", signs "More", gurgle sounds, 
grunts, smiles, "Whoa", "Nooo", dropping items 

Figure 4. Child Responses: Tom 

 

Name of Video Shayla’s Responses 
Look I Brought You a Fish single word, sounds, reaching, imitation, handing items 
A Different Perspective smiles, gaze  
Water Fun "Ow", "Yeah", vowel sounds, "Hiii" 
And There's Mickey "Mine" 
Mickey,  "Naw" 
Look, A Minnie Mouse Book Grabbing items, pushing away, "Did it", handing Items 
How Does That Work "Gimmedat!", "Leyoudoit", "Datding", "Ooo", Actions, Smile, 

"Yesh", "Yeah", Gaze 
Making it Go Round and 
Round 

"Uh", "Yesh", "Yay", "Go", Actions, Gaze 

Did You Give Mommy a 
Shark? 

"Eggs", Gaze, Imitation, "Yesh", Wa-Wa", "Thr-eee", Actions, 
"Huh" 

Is That a Baby in That Book? "Yesh", Movement, "Naa", Imitation, Handing Toys to Adults 
Bubbles "Yea", "Aww", Getting Toys  

Figure 5. Child Responses: Shayla 

 

In total, there were 12 play sessions with Tom and 11 with Shayla.  The video 

clips ranged from less than one minute to 34 minutes, 19 seconds. More than one session 

was recorded on some days when there was a disruption due to equipment failure, 
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interruptions, etc.  The total data collected was over six hours of footage.  The average 

length of a video clip was fourteen minutes and 56 seconds.   

I chose to blend the nonverbal and verbal together in my transcription. In my 

original transcripts, I have two columns for child and adult contributions to the scene 

(and three in the session where a parent participated), see Appendix B for an example. I 

chose to list the child on the right to privilege this communication. For this analysis, I 

will list the statements chronologically.  

In coding these transcripts, I found that I all codes applied to both. Codes were 

taken from the adult speech, the child’s speech and other nuanced ways of 

communicating. These themes (Gee, 2018) or codes were created as I listened to the 

dialogue on the transcripts.  

In the section that follows, each child is viewed as a separate case study. The 

codes are discussed, and an example is given for each. The codes were viewed from both 

the child and adult’s perspectives (see Figure 3.2). In all cases, I considered the children’s 

sounds, gestures, and other features of communication to be intentional on the part of the 

children.  I considered all the children’s communicative intents to be meaningful. 

Quennerstedt, Ohman and Ohman (2011) stated that as people interact with other people, 

meaning making is present.  

Much of what the children offered in the interactions could be termed primitive 

speech acts (PSAs) (Dore, 1974). Although a bit desultory, research into primitive speech 

acts recognizes that a distinctive vocalization [sounds, verbalizations] can accompany an 
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action. McLaughlin (1998), used Dore’s primitive speech acts to describe the intention of 

children in using these PSAs to perform communicative actions such as requesting 

action, protesting, labeling, requesting answers, calling, greeting, practicing, and 

repeating. These actions were categorized as having a communicative function such as 

interactional, personal, heuristic (allowing a person to learn something), regulatory, 

instrumental, informative and imaginative.  

There are other ways that interactions have been coded by others. For example, 

Morawski, Basha, Adamson and Winter (2015) conducted a study that explored using 

microanalytic coding in maternal parenting behavior. In this study, interactions were 

coded as positive and aversive. Positive codes included praise and affection, while 

aversive codes included permissiveness. They also looked at parenting strategies and the 

quality of the parent-child interaction. In contrast to the Morawski, et. al study, I chose 

not to code interactions as positive or aversive, assuming all (or almost all) interactions 

would be positive in nature. In viewing the data, this was case. There were no expressions 

of crying, temper tantrums or what could be termed as misbehavior by the children in the 

study. This was likely the function of the ideal setting of one child and one or more adults 

providing undivided attention that led to the positive exchanges and lack of negativity in 

the interactions.  

Case Study One: Tom 

Seven- year old Tom presented with multiple handicapping conditions, including 

being nonverbal. Although he did not speak any ‘standard’ words except for ‘hi’, Tom 
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used a variety of sounds, gaze, gestures, moving/removing things from his tray, and 

looking away to communicate. Most of his communication requires interpretation, using 

the context, and most importantly knowledge of Tom as an individual child. In the parent 

interview, Preston confirmed that communicating with Tom as ‘a guessing game’.  

 

Figure 6. Number of Instances - Tom 

Code  Percentage of Sampled Responses 

Acknowledgement  5% 

Answer 5% 

Choice 2% 

Command  2% 

Confirmation 0% 

Circular Play 13% 

Number of Instances - Tom

Acknowledgement Answer
Making Choice Command
Confirmation Circular Play
Change the Focus Distraction
Engaged Attention Encouragement
Extend the Play or Book Question
Remember When Social (Greeting)
Scaffodling Talking for Child
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Change the Focus 4% 

Distraction 9% 

Engaged (not otherwise communicating) 36% 

Encouragement 1% 

Extend the book/play 4% 

Question 10% 

Remember When  1% 

Social  1% 

Scaffolding 4% 

Talking for Child/another 4% 

Figure 7. Percentage of Sampled Responses - Tom 

As the chart depicts, Tom tended to extend the book or play as his dominant 

communication function. Tom used eye contact, moving the toys to engage me in 

continuing the book or play. He demonstrated distraction as well, which is not surprising 

given the cacophony of noise and activity in his home. He used confirmation and 

acknowledgement to let me know that he was with me in our interactions. Sound of the 

codes were not possible for him as they require speaking (such as remember when).  

Overall, Tom used his communication skills in a way that maintained our mutual interest 

in the play.  
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The codes emerged from the data to include several different types of interactions. 

Some are adult led, others are child led. Each gives important information about the 

contribution to the play.  

Talking for Another/Interpreting. Talking for the child occurs when the adult 

takes the child’s action, words or sounds and gestures or eye contact and translates it. The 

child’s perspective might be that they feel that what they had to say or meant was not 

interpreted correctly by the adult or they might defer to the adult’s words. I have seen this 

action when working with children who have unintelligible speech patterns. A child says 

something such as “wan a coo-eye” the adult interprets it as the child wanting a cookie. If 

the context is unclear, it can be harder to know what the child is expressing. In the case of 

a three-year old child with unintelligible speech describing a picture that they drew in his 

journal such as “a tak-ee”, the adult can guess “turkey” and may be correct, or the child 

may give up and concede that it was what the adult thought it was, even though the child 

thought that he drew a truck.  The adult may or may not know the child’s intention but 

tries to make sense of the interaction and frames it in words for the child. 

This is an example of a practice that could possible dis-privilege the child’s 

utterance or it might be correct. An example of this happened early in the research with 

Tom.  In the example 4.1, I was sitting with Tom who was in his wheelchair with a tray 

attached.  A green plastic slinky and a colorful light-up spinner were sitting on the 

wheelchair tray within Tom’s reach. 
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Example 4.1 (5/15/2018). 

JL: Tom, I’ve got some toys here. Look at what I have. [Showing Tom 

toys.] 

Tom:  Uhhhhhhhhhhaaaaa!  [squealing with delight] 

JL:  Let’s see what I’ve got here. Oh! [I pick up the spinner while Tom 

watches.] 

JL:  This one is fun. Look at the spinner. [Tom crinkles him fingers to 

indicate “more”.] 

JL:  You are really moving your hands to tell me that you want more. More 

spinner. 

[Tom continues crinkling his fingers while I push the button on the spinner. He 

smiles.] 

In this example, I am interpreting Tom’s crinkle motion to mean more. He 

confirms that I am correct by smiling. This is a variation of baby sign language that Tom 

does with his fingers. He crinkles his fingers very slightly to indicate that he wants more 

of something. He confirms that I am correct by smiling. Tom uses this form of baby sign 

occasionally. He does not always have functional use of the muscles in his hands, so he 

does not use it very often.  When he does, it is significant. In this example, I am naming 

his actions and giving him words for the interaction. In doing this, I am interpreting what 

I think Tom is trying to say. His smile confirms that I was correct.  
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 Translation is often inaccurate and can go unnoticed by adults. Tom let me know 

when I was interpreting him inaccurately in a few sessions.  Example 4.2 is an example 

of this. Tom and I were playing with the chime ring. A circle of plastic sits on a base. 

There are eight colorful metal bells situated around the circle. We were using a wooden 

rod to hit the bells. It seemed like a fun activity, but Tom had another idea.  

Example 4.2 (5/21/2018). 

JL:  Do you want to play with those (bells)? 

[Tom pushes the bells off the tray, and they fall to the floor]. 

JL:  Whoops. There went the bells! We’re done with that.  

Sometimes I interpreted well for Tom; and sometimes I did not. He was watching 

and responding through it all. He does not have the words to tell me that he is finished, so 

the easiest way for him to change the topic is to drop the toy. I interpreted his initial 

interest to mean that he wanted to play with the chime bells. I misread what he wanted 

(not to play with the chime bells right now), and he pushed the bells off the tray to let me 

know that the activity was over. Children will engage in what some would call problem 

behavior to communicate (Ledford, 2016). The unfortunate situation is that without 

adequate reflection of our own (adult) behavior, the behavior is termed as refusal. 

Carefully reviewing a situation can reveal new meaning that might not be evident at first 

glance.  How much of children’s misbehavior (as interpreted by adults) is a 

misinterpretation of what the child was expressing?  

Confirmation. Confirmation is a code that aligns with Dore’s request (PSA) and 
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Halliday’s heuristic and regulatory functions in that the child is requesting assurance that 

they are safe to proceed. It is related to Halliday’s regulatory function as the child is 

shaping an experience by seeking assurance that the child can participate. Confirmation 

happens when children are not sure about the situation. They might not know the new 

caregiver or the activity or show concern that it might be an unsafe situation. The child 

seeks out approval from their parent or caregiver. They may do this with words, eye gaze, 

fussing, crying or other actions. They are essentially asking if they should engage or not. 

The parent or caregiver gives the child a little encouragement through eye contact, a hug 

and an encouraging word and generally, the child proceeds.  After receiving confirmation 

from the parent or caregiver the child thinks, ‘I am safe. It is okay’ and is free to engage 

in the new activity or with a new caregiver. 

 In practice, I have seen this when a child starts preschool. The child will watch 

their parent to see how they react to the new scene. If the parent shows or expresses 

apprehension and the child perceives it, the child will fuss and not feel safe in the new 

setting.  

When I first started the play sessions with Tom, I did not think that he used 

confirmation, likely because he was familiar with me and his family expressed trust and 

confidence in my interactions with him. By looking closer, I saw that Tom does use 

confirmation, but for a different purpose.  Tom indicates that he agrees with what I have 

said. In this case, Tom uses eye contact to confirm what I am thinking.  
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Example 4.3 (4/23/2018). 

JL:  I notice that you keep looking at this book, so we are going to look at it.  

[Tom gazes intently at the book.] 

JL:  It’s called Foods with Moods: A First Book of Feelings. Look at that 

silly pepper. 

[Tom continues to gaze at the book.]  

According to Gee (1999), anytime that we… [communicate in other nonverbal 

ways, including gaze] we are using a specific form of language, fit to and for specific 

social purposes. Confirmation of trust is one such social purpose. Tom used confirmation 

to agree with what I said that I thought he was thinking.  

Changing the Focus (Ready or Not). This code is a form of using adult privilege 

to cater the situation to what the adult wants to do in the interaction. When an interaction 

is coded this way, it means that the child was engaged in an activity and the adult 

changed the toy or book without asking or notifying the child ahead of time. This relates 

to Halliday’s (1975) regulatory function as it seeks to control other’s actions. Dore (1974) 

does not have a PSA for this code, as it is an adult communication act as opposed to a 

child communication act. As an early childhood educator who believes in listening for the 

child’s voice, I would like to think that I am cognizant with children’s focus and interests 

and that I follow them as much as possible. However, this was not the case all the time. 

The child perceiving that what they want to do is no longer an option, can either fuss or 

join the adult in the new activity. It is not a code that honors the child’s perspective.  
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 Throughout the transcriptions, I found myself changing the focus activity for the 

child that I was working with before the child was ready to move on. I named this code 

‘changing the focus (ready or not)’ because it seems that this was what happened. The 

child and adult (parent or me) find an activity that the child in engaged in and participate 

in play until the adult’s interest fatigues. The child, still interested in the activity, 

continues their play, but the adult abruptly switches the focus, causing the child to 

question why the play activity was changed.  At times the child will go along with the 

new activity, but other times, they will protest. Generally, I found that the new play focus 

was completely unrelated to the previous focus of the child. This is not a code that values 

the child’s voice.  

Example 4.4 (5/15/2018b). 

In this play session, I had placed toys out on Tom’s tray. I thought that Tom 

wanted to switch to a different activity.   

JL:  Tom, I’ve got some toys here. Look at what I have.  

Tom:  Uhhhhhhhhhhaaaaa! 

JL:  Let’s see what I’ve got here. Oh! [I pick up the spinner].  [Tom 

watches.] 

Tom:  This one is fun. Look at the spinner. 

[Tom crinkles him fingers to indicate “more”.] 

JL:  You are really moving your hands to tell me that you want more. More 

spinner. 
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[Tom continues crinkling his fingers while I push the button on the spinner. He 

smiles. He is having fun and enjoying the spinner.] 

Next part:  

JL:  Okay, I think that we are done with this. Let’s see what this is (slinky). 

[Tom crinkles his fingers to indicate “more”] 

JL:  Oh, you still like the spinner (acknowledging that the spinner is what he 

wants).  

JL:  Do you want to hold onto it? 

Tom:  Uh [He continues to be engaged, holding the spinner].  

(This is where I move on, ready or not.) 

JL:  Okay, look at what I have here. That’s a slinky. That’s a green slinky. 

What do you see?  

[Tom rattles the slinky. He is still looking at the spinner.] 

 
As I watched this interchange, I clearly saw that Tom was not ready to move on to 

the next toy. I was not being sensitive to his interests, and instead, I moved on to the next 

toy. Tom wanted the spinner. He indicated so with his fingers. I ignored this. He 

grudgingly accommodated my interest in the new toy, while glancing wistfully at the 

spinner. I wonder how many times I did this, moving on before the child was ready, 

ignoring their cues. Was I thinking that I was bored and wanted to move on? What does 

the child take from this instance? Does the child’s acceptance of the adult’s authority 
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override their own interests in play? It appears that I am using my privilege as the adult in 

this situation to conform the play situation to what I am interested in and ignoring the 

child’s perspective. There were other examples of this from sessions with Tom.  

 Explanation/Teaching. Explanation or attempts to teach a new skill may happen 

when a child encounters a new toy or experience. Halliday (1975) termed this a heuristic 

function and Dore (1974) termed this as labeling or requesting answer This code assumes 

that the expert adult brings ‘knowledge’ to the situation that the child, a novice, does not 

yet have. The adult assumes that the child wants to learn the new skill. The adult may 

explain or explicitly teach the child how to do the new thing, such as how to use a toy. 

The teaching may be solicited by the child with a look or by handing the toy to the adult. 

The child may or may not express some frustration when trying to use a new toy and may 

seek out the adult for support. Teaching brings in dimension of the adult as the expert. 

Does this lower the status of the child since the adult’s status is privileged?  

In this next example, I had a new toy, a wheel of chime bells with a small stick to 

hit them with them. They were very melodic. I knew that Tom loves music, so I 

explained to him how to do it (teaching).  

Example 4.5 (4/12/18). 

JL:  I have a new toy today. This is a fun one. [I show him the bells.] Look at 

that!  

Tom:  Mmmmmmmmmm. Uhhhhha [looking].  

JL:  What do you think that it does?  



RIGHTS OF CHILDREN IN OWN CARE AND LEARNING  95 
 

 
 
 

Tom:  Mmmmmm. 

JL:  Here. [I hit the bells with the stick.]  

Tom:  Mmmmmm. 

JL:  Let’s see. There you go.  

[I put the stick in Tom’s hand and helped him hit the bells.] 

JL:  Do you hear those noises? Huh? 

Tom:  [Squealing happily] Yeahhhhh! 

[I ring some bells.] 

JL:  Do you want to try? 

Tom:  Yeahhhh.  

JL:  Okay, here you go! 

Tom:  Yeahhhhhh! 

In this example, I show Tom how to use the bells. I explained the toy and then 

placed the stick in Tom’s hand to help him hit the bells. Tom enjoyed this immensely and 

responded by saying ‘Yeahhhh!’ I taught him how to use this new toy. He cannot play 

with it by himself, but with support, he could, which made him happy. This is a clear 

example of Vygotsky’s claim of the zone of proximal development, “With assistance, 

every child can do more than he can by himself” (Vygotsky as cited in Kozulin, 1986, p. 

187).  Teaching uses strategies that builds up from what the child already knows to 

support new learning. By placing the stick in Tom’s hand, I scaffolded his learning of 
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how to play with this new toy. Scaffolding was a way to build new knowledge, it is a 

form of teaching.  

Offering Choices. When I first started working with Tom when he was three-

years old, I was not confident of him having an opinion. In time, as I watched him, I 

noticed that he had definite preferences: things that he preferred to play with, look at, etc. 

I started offering him a choice of two or three objects. He indicated which one he wanted 

by either staring at it, placing a hand on it, or nodding towards it. Some of these 

movements were very slight, quite easy to miss to the untrained eye.  When interacting 

with Tom, it was important to pay attention to his all his movements (his hands, neck, 

head and eyes), however slight, to know a bit of what he was thinking. Some of the adults 

that worked with Tom did not believe that he made choices. I have had Tom demonstrate 

for his new therapists to prove this.  

Example 4.6 (5/21/18). 

JL:  Okay, so let’s get some books out.   

Tom:  Uhhhhaaaa. 

JL:  Let’s see what you’d rather have.   

Tom:  Eh? 

JL:  Look at what I have here. Here we go. Look!  

Tom:  [Looking up] Huh? 

JL:  There’s Batman.  

Tom:  Uhhhaaaaa. 
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JL:  Or I have a penguin book. Or I have a book about foods with moods. 

Tom:  Uhhhmm. 

JL:  It’s a pepper book. That one.   

[I placed the three books on the tray in front of Tom. He looked and them, and 

then placed his hand gingerly on one of the books.] 

JL:  That was a quick pick. You picked the Batman book fast. Batman and 

Robin Team Up.  

Tom:  Ummm. Hmmm. Hummmm [he looks up]. 

Tom enjoyed making choices.  Often, after I acknowledged his selection, he 

would look up and smile. At the very least, there would be eye contact as if to thank me 

for honoring his request. Many times, in Tom’s life, he does not get to make choices. 

Throughout his day, procedures are carried out: he is plugged into and out of medical 

devices. The timing of his treatments, feeding and medication is fixed and important to 

his health. The sequence of his care is not flexible. Tom does not get the opportunity to 

make decisions, yet. When he has the chance, he responds. It takes a bit, and the adult 

must be patient, but Tom has an opinion and he will decide. Here's another example:  

Example 4.7 (4/11/2018). 

JL:  I see that you are very excited. But which book do you want? Do you 

want this one? [showing the books] 

Tom:  Huhhhh. 

JL:  Which book? 
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Tom:  Uhhhhaaa [squealing]. 

JL:  Or do you want this one? [showing another book] 

Tom:  Hmmmmmum.  

JL:  You’re smiling.  

Tom:  [Gritting teeth] Hmmm hmmm.  

JL:  Mmm.  

Tom:  Hmmmmmuh?  Huuuuhh.  

JL:  Let’s see. I’m going to switch them around. See if I can figure it out.  

Tom:  Hmmm.  

JL:  What do you see, Tom?  

Tom:  No [grits teeth]. 

JL:  So, which of these do you think? This one? Or this one? [showing 

books]. 

Tom:  Muhh.  

JL:  Maybe I’ll get a third one out. Or Babies, another one.  

Tom:  Uh. Muuuhh.  

JL:  There’s a baby on that one.  

Tom:  Uhhhhs. Whoa.  

JL:  You are smiling. [He grits his teeth].  

JL:  You are thinking about thinking.  

Tom:  Whoaaaahh.  
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JL:  That’s good. I see that. You’ve got your fingers going. More. Do you 

want more Mickey? [Tom grits his teeth].  

JL:  No, you turned away from that.  

Tom:  Hmm. 

JL:  I’m going to pick this time.  

With this dialogue, through our actions and words I could see that we both 

worked hard to understand each other. I watched Tom carefully and he watched me. He 

looked at the books that I had offered but did not show much interest in any of them.  

Looking back, I wonder if he was feeling okay that day. He does not usually grit his teeth 

like that, but it seems meaningful. He used gestures, eye contact, words and sounds to let 

me know that I had not figured out his intention.  Tom’s parents revealed (later) in the 

interview that Tom frequently indicates what he wants (and does not want) by using these 

methods.   

Remember When? This code draws from previous shared experiences. I was at 

Tom’s house. I had several toys out and books. Tom had just indicated by saying ‘nuhh’ 

that he did not want to read Jake and the Pirate. He made a sound and looked at the 

colorful light up spinner. The last time that I was there, we played with the spinner and 

Tom was able to hold the spinner and push the button to make it go, something that took 

major motor effort on this part. He is not usually able to control the spinner on his own.  I 

had hoped to have him remember this achievement.  
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Example 4.8 (5/15/18). 

JL:  Remember the last time that you turned the button on all by yourself It 

was so cool. 

Tom:  Hmm [Holding the spinner].  

JL:  That was awesome!  

JL:  Okay, if you don’t want to do it, that’s fine. You liked this, too. 

Remember this? Let’s turn this thing on.”  

Tom:  [Shakes head to indicate no].  

JL:  Should I take it away?  

[Tom drops the toy.] 

Tom:  Hmmm. Uhh!  

 
In this example, I was asking Tom to remember using these toys and a situation. 

He was engaged and telling me that he does not want to do it, but it appears that he 

remembers the action. He shakes his head to let me know that he does not want to turn 

the spinner on today. Tom actively changes the course of the play with his refusal and 

with dropping the toy from the tray.  

Enjoy and Extend the Book. Children’s literature, in the form of board and 

paper books, were central during this study. Board books with their sturdier cardboard 

page composition were easier for both children to handle.  Enjoying books together was 

an activity that I included in each session. Many of the interactions in this study were 
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focused on enjoying and responding to books.  

With Tom, I read lots of books, generally two or three each time that I saw him. I 

re-read his favorites and brought new ones, too. I tried to keep in mind his age and the 

interests of seven- year- old boys.  I wanted to include books that other boys his age 

might select. Batman, Ninja Turtles, and Star Wars books were included for this reason, 

and of course, I included, his favorite Mickey Mouse. A list of books that were included 

in the offerings to the children is included in Appendix A.   I knew in the way that Tom 

lit up when I brought out anything with Mickey Mouse on it that Tom had a definite 

affinity for Mickey.  I knew this from our any home-school experiences with the Mickey 

and Minnie puppets and various Disney books. When I selected books for him, I included 

ones with flaps, that lit up or where the characters have the large cartoon eyes that he 

appeared to enjoy. I knew that he loved animated books as well. This interaction was 

about a book called Swing. It had a very simple text about different sports. The pictures 

moved as you moved the page, so it was very engaging.  

Example 4.9 (4/23/2018). 

JL:  This one looks fun, too. It says swing! Swing. See the baseball player? 

Tom:  Uh. 

JL:  It’s cool, isn’t it? [Reading] Can you swing a baseball bat? 

Tom:  Nuh. Umm. 

JL:  Can you see him? You are looking right at him.  

Tom:  Ummmmmm. 
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JL:  [Reading] Can you kick a soccer ball? 

Tom:  Uhh. 

JL:  We’ve played soccer before, haven’t we? 

[Tom rakes his hand on the tray for “more”] 

JL:  [Reading] Can you ride a bicycle? You have a special bike. 

Tom:  Umm mmmmm. 

JL:  [Reading] Can you run a relay race? Look at that. The little boy is 

running. Look at the cart wheel in the air. Turning a cartwheel in the air. 

Do you see it? 

Tom:  Yeah 

JL:  [Reading] Spinning around on the ice. Do you see the person spinning 

around? Something is catching your eye.  

Tom:  Ummmmm. 

JL:  Would you like to turn the pages? Here. Ah. 

JL:  [Reading] Shooting a basket. Aw! Look at that. Shooting a basket. 

[Tom is very quiet, looking at the book.]  

JL:  Do you see it, spinning around? The little girl? 

Tom:  Uh huh. 

JL:  Yeah. 

Tom:  Huh. 

JL:  It’s kind of cool, isn’t it? You can see her spinning can’t you. 
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[Tom grits his teeth.]  

JL:  And let’s see what the next page has on it. 

Tom:  Myohmyohmyoh. 

JL:  Look at the next page. 

Tom:  Uh. 

JL:  Whoops, that’s the basketball. Here’s swimming. 

[Tom listens]. 

JL:  Can you see the little boy swimming? 

Tom:  Um hm. 

JL:  [Reading] Can you shoot a basketball, swing, or if you can swim and 

spin around. 

Tom:   Hmmmmm mmmmm mmmmm. (Some of this is overlapping with the 

statement before by me.) 

JL:  That’s the end of the book. There you go, turning the pages.  

[Tom turns the pages].  

Tom:  Uhh. 

JL:  Yeah. That’s the end. 

Tom:   Uhh.  

 
Tom demonstrated that he enjoyed this 16-page book by making a comment with 

each page and participating in turning the pages. I highlighted this interaction because it 
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demonstrated that Tom could listen to a whole book and enjoy it. Sometimes he grabbed 

books from me, closed the book right away, knocked it off his tray, or shook his head to 

let me know that he did not want to continue. I was motivated to keep reading this book 

as he would look intently at the book and make vocalizations that ensured that he wanted 

the book to be read entirely.  Tom’s book-handling skills included turning pages 

(although one at a time) and looking at the illustrations intently (Clay, 1975).  

Circular Play. For this study, I named times when a child returned to a play 

activity or toy that was used previously in the session as circular play. With Tom, I 

noticed that often, when offered three books (one of which was from earlier in the 

session), Tom would pick a book to be reread again. Other times, he would gaze at a toy 

which we had used before, as if asking to play with it again. He would also flip back to 

pages in books that he wanted to hear again, another form of circular play. We are 

reading an ABC book. It has imprinted pages with animals on them.  

Example 4.10 (4/11/2018). 

JL:  [Reading] Penguin, hungry for a tasty bite.  

Tom:  Huh.  

JL:  Penguin, yeah.  

Tom:  Huh?  

JL:  We’ve got to turn the page. [Taking the page out of his grip.] 

JL:  [Reading] Q is for queen bee so busy buzzing around. R is for rhino 

stomping the ground. See the rhino?  
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Tom:  Hmmm. Uh. [Tom grabs the page]. 

JL:  Do you want to turn that page?  

Tom:  Hmmm. [He turns the page back to the penguin.] 

JL:  Wow. You turned back to the penguin page.  

Tom:  [Crinkling fingers More!] Uhh! 

JL:  Yeah, let’s see what’s next.  

Tom:  Uhh. Uhmmmmm.  

JL:  There’s the rhino. [Tom turns the page back.] 

JL:  Oops! You like this page better!  

In this circular play, the child expressed interest in a play activity, and the adult 

followed the child back through previous play activities from earlier in the play. The 

adult adjusted the play to participate again in the activity or way that the child plays. The 

adult followed what the child indicated. I returned to the pages that Tom had shown 

interest in to re-read them for him. Circular play was the most involved interaction that I 

found in my research. It was difficult for the adults in the study (including me) to stayed 

attuned to the child’s interests and simply follow. Joint attention was a big focus in these 

dialogues; only in these instances was the child on target, and the adult had to work 

harder to stay engaged with the child’s interest. The child’s interest was privileged in 

these situations.  

Interviews with Tom’s Family. Tom’s parents were not usually present while I 

was working with him, so I was eager to talk with them about their perceptions of how 
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Tom communicates. I wondered if they noticed his nuanced ways of communicating. 

How did Tom communicate when he was an infant? When did they notice eye contact? 

When did he start to have opinions? I present below the salient portions of the Saturday 

morning interview.  

Interview Segments. Karla and Preston were sitting at the table. Tom was resting 

in his nest area. Pia is out of the room.  

JL:  Do you think that Tom talks to you? How can you tell? What does he 

say? 

Karla:  I get asked that question a lot. How is he feeling? He will yell at the T.V. 

when he doesn’t like it.  

Preston:  He expresses himself a lot, I don’t like a wet diaper, I’m not happy with 

this toy or show, I’m tired of the chair, I want to play.  

JL:  How do you know when Tom wants something? 

Karla:  He raises his voice. 

Tom’s parents noticed and respected that when Tom raised his voice, he 

was not fussing, but trying to communicate with them that he did not like 

something. His parents noticed that he used this often to let them know that he 

wanted some aspect of his environment changed, for example, a different movie 

on his television or a diaper changed. 

JL:  Has the way that Tom communicates changed over time? How?  
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Karla:  He really tries. He gets tired. He watches us. He says hi and mom. He 

didn’t smile until a year [of age]. He didn’t laugh until, what a year and 

a half? He was an unhappy baby. 

Preston:  When you are talking now, he studies your face. He objects now. 

JL:  Does Tom ask questions?  

Preston:  I can’t say. I can see that he is curious about stuff. 

Karla:  He is not too inquisitive. I do think that he wonders where we are going. 

I guess that’s a question. 

Preston:  He will follow you with his eyes. 

I had noticed that Tom will inflect his sounds at the end of a statement to 

indicate a question. His parents did not indicate that they noticed this, but that he 

used his eyes in a way to indicate questions.  

JL:  At what age do you think that Tom started having opinions about things? 

Karla:  (Pause) Maybe the past couple of years, two years. 

Preston:  Three [years old]? Maybe Four? He will let you know.  

Karla:  He has gotten very ornery lately. He is very opinionated now. We started 

to notice that he prefers colors, you know things that he’s attracted to, 

stuff like that, so probably the last couple of years. 

Preston:  For a couple of years, now. 

Tom’s family offered him choices and respected those selections. This 

was evidenced by the fact that Karla said that when Tom received a new 
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wheelchair, they asked him what color he wanted. He gazed at the green one, so 

they got that one for him. 

Karla:  We were always trying to give him choices [when he was a baby]. He 

didn’t always make choice, but now I think that he does. You can tell 

what he wants just by what he is looking at. Or smiling at. Something 

like that. He used to not do that.  

JL:  So, it was like a guessing game? 

Karla:  Do you want this, or do you want that? Guessing game. 

Preston:  It still is. 

Karla and Preston expressed frustration with not knowing what Tom 

wanted and being unable to comfort him. They knew that he wanted something, 

but they could not figure out. They indicated later in the interview that 

communicating with Tom was a guessing game that continued to this day.  They 

express desire to know what he wants and to let him make choices, but they don’t 

often understand him.   

Tom has a twin sister, who did not have the same challenges. I was 

curious to see how the two children communicated differently.  

JL:  I want to go back to the question about communicating over time. So, 

when he was a baby, did you notice when he was paying attention to 

you? What age would that be? (pause) And was it the same for his 

sister? 
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Karla:  No, Pia, she was very in tune. Studied our faces from the moment she 

was born. 

Preston:  Almost instantly, yeah. 

Karla:  Yeah, almost from the moment she was born. He (Tom) was just so 

unhappy. I mean that we couldn’t console or comfort him. Or do 

anything for him. When he was a baby, he just screamed.  

Tom’s parents shared that they do their best to try to understand what Tom 

wants, but it is difficult for them. They did not share much about the children’s 

interactions with each other. I know that Pia and Tom are aware of each other and 

respect each other given their comfort with one another in the family, but 

interactions are few due to different interests: Pia has her friends and school life, 

Tom is busy with his nurses, therapists and medical care.  

Karla:  Sometimes I feel bad because people will ask me like what’s he 

thinking, what’s he wanting, what’s he doing? I feel I don’t know, 

incompetent or something when like I don’t know my son. He is making 

a sound, I don’t know what it means. He’s always a puzzle… I was like. 

I got it, I got it. 

I appreciated in this exchange that Karla recognizes that Tom has something to 

say and she acknowledged that she does not know always what it is. She expressed 

frustration that other people assume that she knew what Tom wanted. I asked if Tom 

anticipated what happened with him daily.  
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Karla:  Yep, I think that he, um, understands what people are saying, everything 

that they [the nurses, therapists] REMEMBER to tell him. I always tell 

him everything that he’s going to do, like okay, we’re going to brush 

your teeth and then we have PT [physical therapy] today. 

Karla saw the importance of people telling him what was going to happen 

throughout the day. For example, I noticed that some nurses told Tom when they were 

going to give him his medication or connect his feeding tube. Tom appeared to appreciate 

this notification; he would fuss at times if not told. I asked if caregivers, doctors and 

others addressed him directly.  

Karla:  Yep, MOST of them do. MOST of them. 

JL:  Most of them? 

Karla:  I’ve seen him be handled quite a bit, he doesn’t like that. Especially in 

the hospital, Cause, a lot of times, they wear, like the mask, if there’s a 

lung issue or whenever he gets pneumonia or something like that. They 

suit up, all the nurses look the same, but he studies their eyes. They just 

approach him and start doing stuff to him, without saying, “Hi Tom, hi 

there, I’m going to take your…” 

This is seminal. When medical staff need to address a medical procedure with 

Tom, they tend to ignore the need to address him. It seems that they forget that he wants 

to know what is happening to him and who is working with him. This is an example of a 

lack of understanding of the need to communicate to the child, even when a child cannot 
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speak.  Johnson, et. al. (2012) trained her pediatric nursing staff on the technique of 

verbal judo (Thompson & Jenkins, 2013), where a child was given an explanation of 

everything that is going to happen before treatments, transitions to other rooms and the 

administration of medicine. Children like Tom deserve to be addressed in this way and to 

have things explained to them. They comprehend much what is being said to them. This 

needs to be required training for all medical personnel. If there is a way to allow agency 

or a choice, for example, of which arm to have the IV placed, the child should be allowed 

to choose.  

I also interviewed Tom’s twin, Pia. I asked her if Tom talks to her. Pia replied, 

“I’m not sure. Sometimes when I go by him, he says, waaaah, stuff like that”. Thinking 

that perhaps Pia had conditioned by her friends and others to not view what Tom does as 

talking, I rephrased the question to include sounds. I asked her if she thought that the 

sounds that Tom makes are words.  

Pia:  Yes, a couple of times. 

JL:  What kinds… 

Pia:  One time we thought that he said ‘da-da’ and one we thought that he 

said ‘ma-ma’, and once he said [beginning sound of Pia’s real name].  

Pia noticed that Tom made noise. She is noticing that some of his utterances are 

words. She was honoring what Tom offered in his communication. She was seeking to 

understand what he said, even if it wasn’t easy for her to figure out.  
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 I asked her if Tom had opinions. She wasn’t sure what an opinion was, so I 

explained what an opinion was using an example that appealed to her seven -year -old 

context.  Then, I asked again.  

JL:  So, you probably have opinions about a lot of things. Right? 

Pia:  Mm-mm. 

JL:  Do you think that Tom has opinions on things? 

Pia:  Yeah! 

JL:  Like what? 

Pia:  Uh-huh, like which toys he likes best.  

Pia noticed that Tom does have opinions about things that the likes better. One 

time, Pia shared with me that Tom liked musical toys and ones that lit up. When she 

wanted to give him a toy, she would think about what he liked best. She also noted that if 

he did not like the program that was on television, she would yell, to indicate that he did 

not like it. Pia is a compassionate young person. She demonstrated concern for his 

brother and understanding what he wanted.  

Discussion of Interviews. One thing that I noticed, was that Tom’s parents speak 

of communicating with their child as always guessing what he wants and needs. When a 

child cannot use conventional words, it can be difficult for families to know what their 

child wants and needs. This can be frustrating for everyone. The family spoke of their 

child as ‘screaming’ at times and not knowing what he needed. They watched his gaze to 

see what he wanted, and occasionally provided choices. Most importantly, Tom’s parents 
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use a technique like verbal judo to let him know what is happening from day to day. They 

speak to him in a calm, reassuring way to let him know when he is being fed, medicated, 

bathed and other activities throughout the day. They assume that he understands 

everything that they tell him and that he wants to be aware of it all. 

Spending time with a child in joint attention and play can help families to be able 

to ‘read’ their child better. Knowing to follow gaze, provide choices and watch for 

nuances in gestures and body position can help as well. It is a skill that can help to end 

the continual guessing game. Honoring what the child is trying to say can lead to more 

positive outcomes and less fussing. I appreciated hearing the strategies that Tom’s 

parents and sibling used in trying to determine what Tom wants. They paid attention to 

Tom’s attempts at communication and sought to follow what he wanted and needed, even 

though his communication skills are difficult to see at times.  

Conclusion. The codes that were demonstrated in this section are only a 

smattering of the interactions that occurred during the research with Tom. Tom was an 

active participant in his own play, and I tried to keep in tandem with his interests and 

intents.  For an adult to truly be a co-player, as I strove to be, it was necessary to listen to 

him and put my agenda aside. Adults can never fully understand what the play life of a 

child involves, but if they listen closely and follow their lead, they can come as close as 

possible. It was important in working with Tom to consider all the ways that he expressed 

himself: in sounds, cries, gaze, hand movements, head and neck movement, pushing 

things off his tray, saying ‘hi’ and ‘yeah’, and so on. Tom was continually making 
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meaning using his repertoire. I had to pay attention, avoid distraction and seek to see 

things from Tom’s perspective.  

Case Study Two: Shayla 

Shayla was the thirteen-month old granddaughter of a colleague.  When I went to 

Shayla’s house, her mother, Hannah, was always there and her father, Preston, was there 

for most of the time, but was at work for some of the time. At times, the television was 

on, other times it was off. I did not modify the environment by turning the television on 

or off.  

 

Figure 8. Number of Instances - Shayla 

Code  Percentage of Sampled Responses 

Acknowledgement  1% 

Answer 3% 

Number of Instances - Shayla

Acknowledgement Answer Making Choice

Command Confirmation Circular Play

Change the Focus Distraction Engaged Attention

Encouragement Extend the Play or Book Question

Remember When Social (Greeting) Scaffodling

Talking for Child
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Choice 0% 

Command  3% 

Confirmation 0% 

Circular Play 34% 

Change the Focus 6% 

Distraction 16% 

Engaged (not otherwise communicating) 15% 

Encouragement 3% 

Extend the book/play 3% 

Question 8% 

Remember When  0% 

Social  1% 

Scaffolding 3% 

Talking for Child/another 3% 

Figure 9. Percentage of Sampled Responses - Shayla 

Shayla tended to use playful strategies in her circular communication. She would 

hand a toy to one of the adults, take a new toy out or use the toy in a new way.  She used 

other strategies as well, including changing the focus, making choices, social functions 

(such as greetings), acknowledgement and confirmation. She was also distracted some of 

the time. Other strategies were adult initiated such as remembering when and scaffolding 
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(again, Shayla was scaffolding my approach as she led me in how I could communicate 

with her through play).  

Talking for the Child/Interpreting. The first code that I developed was talking 

for the child/interpreting. This code was somewhat equivalent with Dore’s (1974) PSA of 

interpretation and Halliday’s communicative function of relational, heuristic and 

informative. Situations that were coded in this way had the adult speaking for the child, 

interpreting what the child meant. It was also used for labeling things when Shayla asked 

about something using the word, ‘dis?’. Here is an example of one time where I talked for 

Shayla.  

Example 4.11 (7/12/2018). 

Shayla was watching the me. She picked up a puzzle piece and handed to me. 

 JL:  Oh, look at that. Is it a square? Is it for me? 

In this instance I was putting words to Shayla’s actions. I named the object and 

asked her if it was for me. She might have wondered what shape it was or simply wanted 

to hand it to me. I labeled the shape for her and she went back to her play. In analyzing 

this interaction, I was concerned that I would find this to be a primary mode of 

interaction for Shayla and me.  Surprisingly, it was not utilized much. Shayla might have 

been thinking that it was a square or that she didn’t know the name. I dismissed her 

question, did not add anything to interaction and prevented her from saying anything else.  

From Shayla’s perspective, she may be wondering why I would question if the item was 



RIGHTS OF CHILDREN IN OWN CARE AND LEARNING  117 
 

 
 
 

for me.  I privileged my meaning in this situation, assuming she was giving the item to 

me and wanted to know the name of it.  

Confirmation. With Shayla, confirmation was one of the first things that 

happened during our very first taped session. It occurred when I first met her during the 

exploratory stage, before she knew me well. Hannah explained that Shayla was a little 

shy and that it would take her a bit to get accustomed to me. In this example, even though 

Shayla had spent time with me previously, she wanted to make sure that it was okay with 

her mother for her to interact with me. Previously, I noticed that Shayla was a big fan of 

Minnie and Mickey Mouse. She had several Minnie toys and the family often wore 

Disney themed clothing. On our first taped session, I brought along my plush Mickey and 

Minnie Mouse puppets. I put them on my hands and used a squeaky voice to talk to her. 

In this instance, I was wearing the Mickey Mouse puppet on my hand. I extended my 

hand near her, and as Mickey, I sang a welcome song to Shayla.  

Example 4.12 (7/12/2018b). 

JL:  [Singing] Hello, Shayla, Hello, Shayla, Hello, Shayla, it’s good to see you 

here. 

[After the song, Shayla looks at her mom.]  

[Hannah claps and smiles.] 

[Shayla smiles at Mickey.] 

By clapping and smiling, Hannah let Shayla know that it was okay to enjoy the 

puppet, and that she was safe to play with me. Hannah confirmed and assured her 
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daughter that she could proceed. Children who cannot use words use a confirming gaze 

as a nonverbal way of finding out things that are okay for them or not.  If Hannah had 

made a discouraging face or expressed fear, Shayla would have reacted differently, 

recoiling and refusing to participate. This correlates with Dore’s (1974) code of request 

as the child is requesting permission and assurance. It relates to Halliday’s (1975) 

communicative functions of regulatory and instrumental, as the child is gaining some 

control in the situation. It also is a heuristic function as the child is categorizing people, 

places and functions as safe or unsafe. Confirmation was a strategy that allowed Shayla 

to gain some control in the interaction.  

 Shayla also used confirmation on the day that I brought something new to the 

scene: water toys and a tub. Hannah had mentioned that Shayla enjoyed swimming. 

Indoor water play is a favorite activity by the children in my preschool classroom and 

something that is offered each day. I was confident that Shayla would enjoy water play. 

After placing a towel on the carpet, I had Shayla’s father, Macon, to put about an inch of 

water in the bottle of a plastic tub.  At first, Shayla was resistant, even a bit fearful, 

perhaps because she was not sure if it was okay for her to get wet during her play. Macon 

placed it on the towel that I provided. Shayla pulled out a yellow bowl from my bag and 

watched, but she did not move toward it.    

Example 4.13 (7/15/2018). 

Hannah:  Look, mama look! Want me to look at it with you?  
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[Hannah moves to the carpet to where Shayla and I are sitting with the tub of 

water.] 

Hannah:  Look! What’s in here?  Look. [She pours some water from the bowl onto 

her hand.] [Shayla watches her mom intently.] 

Hannah:  Do, do, do [humming and stirring the water with the whisk]. 

[Placing her hand over Shayla’s, Hannah helps Shayla hold the whisk in the 

water.] [Shayla grabs the whisk. She starts stirring.] 

 
This example, Shayla has not said anything:  no sound, no words. Just by 

watching her mother, she can communicate her discomfort with this new activity. 

Hannah, noticed this, and intentionally began to play with the water, showing her 

daughter that everything is okay.  Confident now that all is okay, Shayla began to play 

with the water. Through Hannah’s actions, Shayla confirmed that she can participate.  

Changing the Focus (Ready or Not). Frequently, Shayla’s mom, Hannah, joined 

in on the play. She was interested in the books and toys that I brought to share with 

Shayla. During the sessions, Hannah would present a toy to Shayla, or Shayla would 

bring something to her mother or me. In the dialogue that follows, Hannah followed 

Shayla’s interests, but then interrupts them to change the focus. Shayla has just finished 

playing with bubbles and begins to look at the other toys. 

Example 4.14 (7/7/2018). 

JL:  Do you want a fish? 
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Shayla:  Yesh. [She reaches for a fish.] [Shayla plays with the fish.] 

[Hannah reaches out for a marker.]  

Hannah: Mama, here, use a marker. And you can color, look! Ha! Let me see you.  

[Shayla drops the fish and reaches for a marker.] 

In this case, Shayla was happily playing with the fish when Hannah started a new 

sequence with the marker. Shayla complied and dropped the fish. When adults changed 

focus, the child might choose to drop what they are doing and move to the new focus that 

the adult has highlighted. As adults we push our own interests on the child. We supersede 

the child’s interest and only play attention to what looks interesting to us. This is using 

adult privilege over the child. Tom and Shayla acted similarly in these situations, 

deferring to the adult’s interest in the new toy. The adult effectively removes the child 

opportunity to show agency.  

Explanation/Teaching. Explanation/teaching was a common theme at Shayla’s 

house, where I found that I needed to bring new toys and books and activities each time 

to keep her interested. Some of these activities were new to her, for example, Shayla had 

never stacked blocks before. She had not played with a whisk and bowl. On this day, I 

brought an empty oatmeal container and several round juice lids. I chose this activity as 

younger preschool children often enjoy putting things in containers and dumping them 

out again.  

Example 4. 15 (8/3/2018). 

JL:  Look what I brought. [I dump the metal lids out.] Oh! 
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[Shayla picks up a few metal lids.] 

[The lid is off the empty oatmeal container. Shayla puts the lids inside.] 

 JL:  Ahhh! You did it! 

[I put the lid on the container. It has a wide slit on the top. Shayla tries again.] 

 JL:  It didn’t fit there. [I help her put the lids through the slit.] 

 JL:  There you go! You put them all in there. Now we can shake them out 

again. Uh Oh! [I shake the lids out.] [Shayla puts them back in.] 

JL:  Do you want to put them in again? Does that one fit in there? Can you 

get it to fit? [Shayla puts all the lids in.] 

Shayla:  Did it! 

JL:  Yeah, you did it!  

In this sequence, I showed Shayla how to put the lids into the oatmeal container. I 

essentially taught her to do this play task. She persisted with encouragement. She 

expressed her satisfaction at being able to put the lids in the tub. She can now do on her 

own what she had previously done with support (Vygotsky, 1978), an example of 

scaffolding a new skill. There’s a fine line here, though, between teaching something that 

a child is interested in and pushing an expert adult agenda. The key was to keep watching 

to see if Shayla was encouraged or discouraged to continue working on this task and to 

give her just the right amount of scaffolding support so that she could do it herself. The 

power balance in the teaching/explanation interaction was key.   

Offering Choices. Offering choices was an adult led activity with most of the 
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interactions. The child was offered a choice of two or more activities, books or toys and 

the child selected the one preferred one. The child showed agency in making the 

selection. Offering choices was a way to privilege the child’s choice of activity, toy or 

books. In this example, Shayla and I are playing with a homemade fish puppet that we 

have made together from construction paper, colored markers, a piece of tape and a 

wooden stick. We started to playing peek-a-boo, hiding the fish behind other toys, our 

backs, and so on.   

Example 4. 16 (7/7/2018b). 

JL:   Here’s a fish! 

[Shayla smiles at the fish puppet.] 

JL:  Toe-toe-toe-toe [singing].   

[Shayla continues to smile at the fish puppet.] 

JL:  Hide the fish. Peek-a-boo! Peek-a-boo!  

[Shayla watches.]  

JL:  Do you want to hide the fish? 

Shayla:  No. 

JL:  No? Okay. What do you want? 

[Shayla picks up the bubble wand that was sitting on the floor near us.]  

Shayla’s decision was to stop the game with the fish. When I asked her if she 

wanted to hide the fish, she said, “No”, she firmly told me that the game was over. I 

listened to her response and we began a new play sequence using the new toy that she 
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had selected, bubbles. Respect for the child’s choice was the focus with this theme. When 

an adult offers choices, the child felt empowered to decide what she wanted to do instead 

of being influenced by the adult.  

Remember When? Interactions were coded this way when an adult wanted to 

link the children’s new experience or toy to one that they already knew. The child could 

initiate a remember when code if they brought a toy to an adult that had been introduced 

or play with previously, although I did not see any interactions of that kind.  This code 

relates well to Dore’s (1974) PSA of verbal recall. Hannah has taken one of Shayla’s 

toys, a shape sorter out of the playpen, and placed it on the floor.  

Example 4.17 (8/9/2018). 

Hannah:  Look, Shayla, remember how you use these? [Showing shapes.] 

JL:  Look! Got some shapes? How Fun!  

Hannah:  Look! [ Hannah shows opens the sorter and places one in.] 

[Shayla watches her mother.]  

Hannah has reminded Shayla how to play with the sorter. She demonstrated how 

to do the toy for Shayla as Shayla watches attentively. Hannah often reminded Shayla of 

toys that she had played with before, connecting the new toy with a more familiar one.  

Interestingly, Shayla did not choose to continue to play with the sorter after her mother 

reminded her of it.  

Enjoy and Extend the Book. There is much research about the importance of 

reading aloud to children. Research provides evidence that children who are read to 
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achieve better outcomes in school. Children’s books were something that I brought with 

me each time. Generally, I would place a few on the floor near Shayla. Many of these 

books were pop-up or board books that Shayla could easily handle. I selected books that I 

thought would interest Shayla (see Appendix B for list). At first, I selected Disney books, 

an obvious choice given her affinity with Disney, but these books did not hold her 

attention. I also selected books with children and animals on them and she liked these 

best.  

During our sessions, Shayla would stop her play and crawl over to her mom or I 

with a book. In this example, Shayla and I had been playing with the puppets when she 

dropped them and picked up the Peek a Boo Puppies book and handed it to me.  

Example 4.18 (8/4/2018). 

JL:  Oh, this is that peek-a-boo book. 

JL:  Look at the ducky! Let’s look in the bucket! 

[Shayla lifts the flap of the book.]  

JL:  Look! Water! There are puppies, too! 

[Shayla touches the page.]  

Hannah:  Be careful. (Hannah doesn’t want Shayla to tear the book.) 

JL:  Oh, that’s okay. [Reading] Froggy has a doggy who loves to run and 

chase. Look! It’s dizzy dog! 

[Shayla listens intently.] 

JL:  [In a very high- pitched voice] Oh, let’s look on the next page!  
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[Shayla listens intently.]  

JL:  There’s a playful pup! Look at that. Peek-a-boo, there he is! That’s a 

puppy. 

[Shayla lifts the flap. She looks up as if to ask why the dog was not soft.] 

JL:  He’s not soft. He’s a book. Uh! Where’s pony’s doggy? 

[Shayla turns the pages of the book.] 

JL:  Let’s see, where’s Pony’s doggy? 

JL:  Oh, we missed one. Let’s see who that is. Oh, the cuddly doggies love to 

play peek-a-boo.  

Shayla:  Oohh. 

  
Shayla presented the book to me to initiate the dialogue. At first, I thought that I 

was leading the story reading, but as I reflected on this session, I saw that Shayla 

encouraged me to keep reading the book by demonstrating interest with gaze and by 

turning the pages. I modulated my voice to keep her attention using a motherese type 

voice (Ferguson, 1977) and read the book in an engaging way. She attended well to this 

story, evident by the way that she participated in turning the pages for me and listening 

while I talked about each page.  She also participated by lifting the flaps and occasionally 

commenting. 

Circular Play. Interactions were coded as circular play when the child initiated 

returning to a previous activity, toy or book after some time had passed. Dore’s (1974) 
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PSA of requesting action related to this as the child is asking that an activity be repeated, 

although not with words.  Circular play correlates to Halliday’s (1975) interactional 

communicative function as well. Circular play was something that Shayla engaged in 

frequently with Hannah. Shayla would start with one toy and return to the same toy after 

time. She enjoyed bringing a toy back to play with a second or third time in a session. 

During this session, the Minnie puppet was on the floor, as was a selection of finger 

puppets. There is a shark, a bird, and other animals. Shayla hands me the bird puppet. She 

has the Minnie Mouse puppet on her hand.  

Example 4.18 (8/10/2018). 

JL:  Do you want me to be the bird? I’ll be the bird. Hello! 

JL:  How are you Minnie Mouse? 

[Shayla looks, then hands me Minnie. She grabs the bird finger puppet from me.]  

JL:  Do you want me to be Minnie Mouse? 

Shayla:  Mine! 

[Shayla takes the Minnie Mouse back and hands the bird back to me.]  

JL:  Oh, okay. I’ll be somebody else. Let’s see who I can be. Should I be my 

favorite little shark? 

[Shayla watches me.] 

JL:  [Singing] Da-dah, da-dah, da-dah. 

[Shayla hands me the bird finger puppet.] 
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JL:  [Singing with the bird] Da-dah, da-dah, da-dah. He’s not a very scary 

fish, is he? 

[Shayla hugs the Minnie Mouse Puppet.] 

JL:  You still like Minnie Mouse better. 

[Shayla grabs the shark.]  

JL:  You’ve got the shark! You’ve got the shark! 

[Shayla looks at the bottom of the puppet to put her finger in.] 

During this interchange, Shayla created a circle in our play by coming back to the 

puppet that she has previously used and handing me the one that she wanted me to use. I 

followed her lead completely. The play went around in a circle from mouse to bird to 

shark and back. Circular play was a way of honoring Shayla’s play and privileging what 

she wanted to do.   Circular play was a way to follow the child’s lead in a very authentic 

way. The adult allows the child to move the play in the direction that they want. The 

adult simply follows and comments as the child moves through the sequence.  

Conclusion. Shayla used many different strategies in communicating with her 

parents and me. She used gaze, gestures, pointing, words, sounds, moving herself nearer 

or farther away from someone or something, handing out things, and facial expressions. 

Shayla demonstrated agility to communicating her intents. She showed agency in letting 

her parents know what she wanted and needed.  Shayla watched her parents for cues, 

confirmation and assurance and sought out help when she was unfamiliar with a toy or 

situation. Shayla enjoyed complex play situations and listened to books attentively for 
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short periods of time.  

Interview with Shayla’s Parents. I interviewed Shayla’s mother and father on 

the final day of the play sessions. The parents were seated on the couch, and I was seated 

on the floor with Shayla, who was playing with the toys independently, while I 

interviewed the parents. I had considered writing things down as we talked, but that did 

not seem natural, so I decided to rely on my video recordings, instead.  

Interview Segments. I began by asking Hannah and Macon if Shayla talks to them 

and how they could tell. 

Macon:  Hand gestures and she is persistent. And when she wants it, she’s telling 

you, of course.  

JL:  Can you tell me an example of when she wants something? 

Macon:  Food, let’s see. Well earlier, before you came, she was hungry, and I 

tried feeding her a pudding, and she didn’t want that. She kept pushing it 

away. She pointed (to the top of the refrigerator) and was like 

mumbling, so I said, what do you want? Is it on top of the refrigerator? I 

gave her options, the animal crackers and the cheese balls.  

JL:  Um huh. 

Macon:  I put them both in front of her and I said, do you want the animal 

crackers and she said, umm and pushed them away. When I gave her the 

cheese balls, then she said, um-um and nodded her head. And she 

grabbed it.  
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JL:  Uh huh. 

Macon:  So, by her gestures and the different sounds that she makes, that kind of 

tells me that she can talk and tell me what she wants.  

Macon described that he was persistent in finding out what Shayla wanted. He 

showed her different things (offering choices) until she acknowledged that he had the 

right thing. He recognized Shayla’s persistence and followed her line of vision to the top 

of the refrigerator. Then, he offered choices and watched her responses. It was satisfying 

for both Macon and Shayla. She got the snack that she wanted, and she was understood 

by her father. Macon felt that he had succeeded in knowing what his daughter wanted. 

Hannah added:  

Hannah:  And she learned the word ‘this’ so everything that she wants is ‘this, 

this’. 

Hannah had noticed that Shayla had a new word, ‘this’ and that Shayla practiced 

it around the house. 

 I continued to ask if Shayla communications had changed over time.   

Hannah:  Oh yes. Before…she got into a bad habit of when she wanted something 

she would scream at the top of her lungs. And it was getting like YOU 

CAN’T DO THAT! Especially, in public. And um… 

Macon:  Now she tries to tell us stuff.  
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Hannah:  Yeah. Or she does [pointing out]. She reaches out and she says ‘this-

this’ and there’s definitely an improvement there. And not so much 

screaming at the top of her lungs.  

JL:  So, before, when she was a baby, it was like crying? 

Hannah:  Yeah. 

Macon:  Not understanding what she wanted. 

Hannah:  Yeah. 

Macon:  We tried lining basically anything up. Whatever caught her eye. Trying 

to see what she wanted. 

Hannah:  Yeah 

Macon:  And then we’d figure it out. 

Shayla’s parents knew that Shayla’s outcries had meaning. They could not know 

what she needed, so they developed a strategy of lining things up to figure out what she 

wanted. They expressed concern about not being able to understand her needs when she 

was fussing. They tried other strategies including trying to see things from her 

perspective and consider what she wanted them to know. Hannah and Macon allowed 

their daughter to have agency and control of some things in her life. They encouraged her 

to communicate her wants and needs using a variety of modes. She is fussing less now, 

they notice. She has some control.  

Hannah:  And like when she wants to watch T.V., she always brings us the 

remote. [They nod.] She’ll do that. 
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Shayla’s parents also saw understanding Shayla as a bit of a guessing game. They 

worked hard to try to figure out what their daughter wanted and needed. They listened to 

her and respected her voice. Overall, both Shayla and Tom were actively communicating 

in ‘quiet’ ways, through gaze, positioning, pointing and placing a hand on things, sounds 

and some words that that others might understand. They both had opinions about what 

they wanted to do. They both showed agency in making decisions. They both had parents 

who, although they admitted that they spent a lot of time guessing what their child 

needed, they were engaged in listening and watching their child for meaning.  

The differences came in that where Shayla seemed to be gaining more strategies, 

Tom seemed to be maintaining strategies. Shalya did not appear to use physical effort to 

communicate but Tom’s gestures were often laborious for him. Both children 

demonstrated remarkable persistence, and a willingness to work hard to be understood.  

Both children used sounds, although Shayla used less, and Tom used more. Tom’s 

sounds were often more exaggerated, as if the meaning was carried in the loudness of the 

sound. Shayla used some words repeatedly, such as ‘yesh’ and ‘no’.  

  



RIGHTS OF CHILDREN IN OWN CARE AND LEARNING  132 
 

 
 
 

Conclusion 

 

Figure 10. Number of Instances by Child 

Emerging pre-verbal toddlers and nonverbal children have much to express. They 

use both covert, subtle methods that require little motor movement like gaze, facial 

expression and moving their lips together without making a sound. They use overt 

methods such as yelling, crying, fussing, words, movements and picking up and releasing 

toys. They use a variety of ways to express their opinions such as gaze, gestures, 

pointing, moving themselves to be nearer or farther to people, modified baby signs (such 

as Tom’s ‘more’, sounds, words like ‘no’, ‘yesh’, ‘mine’ and ‘uh huh’. Children seek 

joint attention with the adults who are interacting with them. They are expert at 

maintaining this attention, but most adults need to persevere to maintain that attention 
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due to distraction. Children express opinions using words, gestures, pointing, gaze, 

picking up things and throwing things to the ground.  

Children are actively engaging adults in knowing their intentions and how they 

wish to be cared for and what they are interested in learning about.  

There were instances where the children’s direction in the dialogue was followed 

and valued. The children’s privilege was honored, especially during the sessions where 

circular play was noted.  The children demonstrated an interest in being understood and 

had a tacit understanding that they had a right to be understood.  

There were other instances where the adult perspective was placed to the forefront 

and the child’s perspective was dismissed or ignored. Many times, the adult was unaware 

that this dismissive action had occurred and did not move to correct it. The adult held the 

power to move and change the focus of the activity and the child followed. Adult 

privilege is difficult to address fully. As adults, even though we try, we cannot 

understand fully what it like to be a child. It is as if we can never wear their glasses to see 

what they see and to experience the world from their perspective.  

Children’s perspectives inspire us to examine whether our deficit thinking is less 

of a representation of their lack of capabilities but more a statement of our inability to 

understand…an exchange of dialogue (Nicholson, 2015, p. 1582).  

Why is it so difficult for adults to allow child to participate in their own care and 

learning? The adult agenda of ‘getting things done’ often gets in the way of true 

interaction with children. Adults are distracted by everything around them, children see 
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only the adult’s face and they are there in the present. This is evident when you take the 

time to be fully present in an interaction with a child. Children are expert at letting us 

know their wants, needs and opinions, and want to show agency. It is our duty to find 

ways to honor this. The next chapter will look at the enactment of children’s rights as it 

relates to this research.  
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Chapter 5: Enactments of Children’s Rights 

In the previous chapter, I established that children are communicating in overt and 

covert ways through gaze, gesture, physical movement, proximity, sounds and words.  

They employ these nuanced ways to communicate with those around them. The way that 

adults respond can encourage the child to continuing communicating or cause it to shut 

down or change.  Adults need to be aware of that children’s communication strategies 

can be subtle, viewing them as strength and as having meaning. In this chapter, I will 

answer discuss the how this view of children’s communication abilities can strengthen 

children’s rights.  

Research Question Two 

If we recognize that emerging/pre-verbal toddlers and nonverbal children are 

communicating from the start, how can the ways that adults respond to children’s 

communication ensure that their rights to do so are valued and honored? How can a 

children’s rights framework inform the participation of emerging/pre-verbal toddlers and 

nonverbal children in their own care and learning?  

To address this question, I will first describe the ways that adults react and 

respond to children’s communication. Then, I will relate the results of this study with a 

children’s rights framework to see how it can inform the participation of emerging/pre-

verbal toddlers and nonverbal children. Although I realize, that as an adult, I can never 

fully step aside from my role of adult observer, I sought to understand what the child was 

trying to say and did my best to evaluate the context and use what I know about the 
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children to inform my understanding. The intention of this research was to elevate 

children’s communication strategies to a level of privilege.  

Children’s Rights 

UNCRC Articles 12 and 13. It is not only an ethical act to respect and value the 

voice of these emerging/pre-verbal children and nonverbal children before they speak, it 

is their right, as well. This right to participate by having opinions about their own care 

and learning taken seriously was granted to them by the UNCRC in 1989. Article 12 (1) 

speaks to these rights as follows: 

State parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her own 

views the right to express these views freely in all matters affecting the child, the views 

being given due weight in accordance with the age and maturity of the child (p. 4).  

Laura Lundy (2005) provided a model for looking at Article 12 of the UNCRC, 

stating that there are four segments to the provision: space, voice, audience and influence. 

She contends that children must be given the opportunity to express a view (space), 

children must be facilitated to express their view (voice), the view must be listened to 

(audience) and the view must be acted upon as appropriate (influence). She stated that 

“Article 12 gives children a right to express their views” (p. 935).  

Article 13 addresses that the child does not have to express themselves in words. 

They may use writing, speaking, media or any other format. This would include the 

nuanced ways that the children in the study expressed themselves; through gaze, 

proximity, gesture, sounds, word, programs such as picture exchange systems (Bondy & 
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Frost, 1995) and technology such as iPads and augmentation devices (Autism Spectrum 

Disorder Foundation, 2019). The children in this study had the right to opinions and to 

have their voice and ideas heard. They were allowed and encouraged to use whatever 

modality or communication strategy that works best for them. Many of the responses 

were hard to see without scrutiny.  It was important to see the children’s words, sounds, 

and actions in the larger context of the play and interaction with the adults in the study.  

The child shall have the right to freedom of expression; this right shall include 

freedom to seek, receive and impart information and ideas of all kinds, regardless of 

frontiers, either orally, in writing or in print, in the form of art, or through any other 

media of the child’s choice (UNCRC, p. 4).  

Here is an example to how Tom used gaze to communicate with me. This was a strategy 

which he used at times, when he was feeling well. This strategy did not work for him 

when he was not feeling well due to physical factors which involved his health.  

Example 5.1 (5/15/2018). 

JL:  What do you see? [Noticing that Tom is looking my way.] 

[Tom continues to gaze at my hands.] 

JL:  You are looking at my hands. There’s nothing in them. Are there? 

Tom:  Ummm. 

JL:  Let’s see. So, I brought some toys that you like. Let’s see.  

[Tom looks at the toys. He grabs the slinky.] 

JL:  Oh, what’s that? Do you want to play with the slinky?  
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In this interaction, I did not wait for Tom to use words but honored his gaze to 

form the interaction and determined what he wanted. This is an example of simple 

interaction that honored and respected Tom’s actions and enabled him to get what he 

wanted. I saw his gaze as meaningful. I assert that children have the right to have the 

things that they express without words taken seriously. Children may not have the words 

(yet) or may not ever have words, yet what they express is important. In the same way, 

when a child expressed that they are uncomfortable or tired, the child has a right to have 

this respected and acknowledged. This does not mean that children should always get 

what they want, but it does mean that their opinion matters. I see children attempting to 

communicate with the adults in their lives, many times being ignored or ‘hushed’. 

Children’s communication attempts, in whatever form it takes, need to be noticed and 

honored. If a child’s request cannot be fulfilled, the adult can explain this to the child. 

The relationship between adults and the child is enhanced and the child feels that their 

opinion matters. 

Children’s ‘voice’ is a term used in this research encompasses all the ways that a 

child lets others know their wants, needs and opinions. As previously emphasized, this 

does not need to be a physical voice. Swadener (2008) asked “How can we authentically 

involve children and respect their rights, voice and promise?” (p. 53). The child 

participants in this study expresses their rights by interacting in ways that demonstrated 

their agency by using the tools that they had access to: gaze, proximity, sounds, gestures 

and words in relationship with playful activities with adults. I contend that these very 



RIGHTS OF CHILDREN IN OWN CARE AND LEARNING  139 
 

 
 
 

tools are utilized by the children as they are involved in their daily routines of care, play 

and learning. They are enacting agency when they communicate, which is continual.  It is 

the job of the adults (parents and caregivers) to recognize these motions and honor them 

by listening and watching. Lundy (2007) reminded us that “honoring the child’s 

perspective is not an option which is a gift [from] adults, but a legal imperative which is 

the right of the child.” (p. 931). As adults, we have an ethical and legal imperative to 

value the rights of the emerging/pre-verbal toddler and nonverbal child. If children’s 

rights are largely ignored by the adults around the child, the child’s opinions and 

preferences will not be honored. The child perceives this injustice and the relationship 

between the adult and child may be fractured. 

UNCRC Article 23. Article 23 is a participatory right as well, especially salient 

for children with handicapping challenges. Article 23 (1) guarantees a good and full life 

for children who have limitations stating that we recognize “that a…disabled child should 

enjoy a full and decent life…ensure(d) dignity, …self-reliance and facilitate the child’s 

active participation in the community (p. 7.). 

Part of dignity is that others take your opinion and act on it. In research in 

particular, for children with multiple handicapping disabilities, this means taking the time 

to explain what is going to happen to them during a procedure or care routine, using 

assistive technology (iPads, augmentative devices, pictures, pointing or a verbal judo 

technique to give the child as much information as you can for the child regarding the 

procedure. This allows the child to understand what they can. It also allows the child to 
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meet the person who will be taking care of them and develop a relationship with their 

adult caregivers.  If not, children may perceive that they are being handled, and not 

treated as human beings with thoughts and feelings. Tom’s mother expressed this in the 

interview when I asked about how medical personnel treat Tom. Adults need to think 

about how an adult would be treated and extend this same courtesy to the children in their 

care. Stating that the child doesn’t understand or wouldn’t care dismisses the personhood 

of the child.  

Karla:  I’ve seen him be handled quite a bit, he doesn’t like that. Especially in 

the hospital, Cause, a lot of times, they have to wear, like the mask, if 

there’s a lung issue or whenever he gets pneumonia or something like 

that. They suit up, all of the nurses look the same, but he studies their 

eyes. They just approach him and start doing stuff to him, without 

saying, “Hi Tom, hi there, I’m going to take your…” 

Children deserve to be treated well. Sometimes adults forget this in the rush to 

‘get things done’, yet by taking the time, they can bypass behaviors that would make any 

procedure difficult. Quennerstedt, Ohman and Ohman (2011) maintain that meaning 

comes from interaction with others and the environment and in that action, meaning is 

observable.  

Ensuring the Rights of Children 

Ensuring that these rights as defined by the UNCRC (1989) are available to the 

very young and nonverbal is the imperative of parents, caregivers and the larger society 
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which needs to promote, educate, and encourage the citizenship to recognize the rights of 

these youngsters and children with handicapping challenges. Children have much to say, 

but it may be without words. 

Lundy (2007) cautioned against overuse of the term ‘voice’, but I content that it 

cannot be over- stated.  I argue that ensuring the right to voice for children is not a 

‘chicken soup’ panacea that cures all ills to children easily, but it is a political movement. 

Sloth-Nielson (1996) quoted government official, Tony Leon, who, in the final phase of 

implementing children’s rights in his country argued that there is no harm in giving 

children rights for it is more of a ‘feel good’ action than a political one.  Sloth-Nielson 

argued that giving children rights is “in danger of creating a type of ‘chicken soup’ 

effect- where children’s voice is held out as an unquestionable good to be endorsed by 

all, a common, if somewhat dangerous side effect of children’s rights discourse” (p. 337). 

Their “Chicken soup or chainsaws” description was derived from Tony Leon, who 

argued during the preliminary debates on the children’s rights clause for the final 

constitution that although his party was initially opposed to a children’s rights clause, it 

would concede that rights for children could be included in the final constitution because 

‘like chicken soup, they did no harm”. (Sloth-Nielson, 1996, p. 328). The campaign for 

children’s rights to have a participatory a voice is more important than a fuzzy ‘feel 

good’ campaign to soothe the cries from children’s rights advocates.  

Those arguing against the inclusion of children’s rights argue that children are too 

young and immature to participate in a meaningful way, that adults will lose their 
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authority with children and that providing children with rights takes away from other, 

more pressing needs, such as education (Lundy, 2005). However, it is important that 

children have these rights, and they can do this long before they are adults. General 

Comment No. 7 of the UNCRC (2005) contends that younger children, for example, 

“…make choices and communicate their feelings, ideas and wishes in numerous ways, 

long before there are able to communicate through conventions of spoken or written 

language” (p. 7). Lundy (2005) asserted that “… children’s rights to express their views 

is not dependent upon their capability to express a mature view, it is dependent only on 

their ability to form a view, mature or not” (p. 935). Children who do not have a verbal 

voice and communicate in ways other than words are not represented well in the research 

(Quennerstedt, 2015).  

Although the agency of young children (infants and toddlers) is not typically well 

aligned with infant/toddler discourse, (Lenz-Taguchi, 2010), my research worked 

diligently to lessen this impact by seeing the child who is not yet in [spoken] language 

(Duhn, 2015) as an equal partner in the dialogue. For a child who may not ever use a 

physical voice with standardized words, how can these alternate ways of communication 

be privileged and honored? Strength in communication does not rely on the physiological 

ability to use words. Instead, strength in communication is an interaction between two 

individuals who honor and respect the communication format and respond accordingly. 

Lahman (2008) shared that our image of the child affects how we do research with 

children. If we see children are strong and capable, we will view their discourse as having 
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more meaning than if we feel that children are weak and dependent. In this research, I 

analyzed and provided evidence of the strength of the child’s communication through the 

nuanced approaches that the children utilized in the various forms that they employed.  

As an adult, it is unlikely that I could shed this role entirely. From a children’s 

rights perspective, Lahman (2008) reminded me that in viewing my research I must 

reflect and consider my position in it. How did I seek to unpack my adult privilege in this 

work? Did I set my reputation and stance as an early childhood teacher to enter these 

sessions as a co-player and friend? Did I reflect in “…  the ways in which [my] social 

background, assumptions, positioning behavior impact [had] on the research process” 

(Lahman, 2008, p.291). Corsaro (2003) sought to be a friend to the children to see their 

perspective. Were my playful interactions enough to lessen the impact of adult privilege 

and give the child’s views due weight?  

In this study, I looked for the nuanced ways that children express agency when 

interacting with their parents, caregivers and others in playful interactional settings. The 

children in the study expressed emotions through movement including facial expressions, 

sounds, dumping things, turning away, and moving away. Collaboration with the children 

was placed in the forefront. Using a stance of ethical symmetry (Christensen & Prout, 

2002), I sought to grant privilege to the communication that the children offered by 

responding to it and deriving meaning from it. I am certain that there were times when I 

did not interpret as the children wanted, by my intent was clear that I have respect for the 

children and sought a reciprocal and as equal-as-possible friendship relationship with 
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them. Gee (2011) wrote “It is tempting to believe that… [transcription] represent(s) some 

pure, objective and unanalyzed “reality”. In fact, they do no such thing. Speech always 

has far more detail in it than…could ever be captured” (p. 117). 

 There is always a concern that when we translate or analyze dialogue, the voices 

and perspective of those we study will be lost when we translate from our own 

perspectives (Luttrell, 2005). Children are not generally aware that they have rights 

(Quennerstedt, 2015), yet they do. They rely on the adults in their lives to protect, 

provide and participate in their rights (Quennerstedt, 2010). As I stated in my literature 

review, rights for children are important. Freeman (2011) stated that  

Rights are important because those who have them can exercise agency. Agents 

are decision makers. They are persons who can negotiate with others, who can alter 

relationships and decisions, who can shift social assumptions and constraints. And now 

there is clear evidence that the youngest amongst us can do this (p 22). 

Nicholson, et al. (2015) reminded us that children should be positioned as capable 

stakeholders whose opinions are taken seriously, writing  

Encouraging the importance of children’s ability to express their views on diverse 

matters that influence and affect their lives, we suggest that children’s voices be 

recognizes as complementary to, and not in competition with, the perspectives offered by 

adults. (p. 1583). 

There are few instances in the literature of very young children’s rights 

enactments. However, Quennerstedt (2015) looked at enactments of children’s rights in a 
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classroom of children aged 1-3 years. She found that the children had three enacted 

rights: ownership, influence and equal values.   

The Right to Ownership. Ownership is related to civil human rights 

(Quennerstedt, 2015) that is that people have the right to own things. With children, this 

is expressed in either becoming the temporary owner or something of maintaining 

ownership of something.  Quennerstedt found that the children in her study enacted this 

right by either taking an object that no one was using, taking an object from someone, 

verbally and possibly physically claiming ownership of an item, giving up an item 

without objection or noticing other people’s ownership of things. Ownership can also be 

expressed in terms of the child’s space. When the child is upset or not wanting to 

continue, is not the child ‘saying’ “I own this space and I want to change activities now.” 

In my data, there are instances where Tom or Shayla took temporary ownership of the toy 

or book in a move to establish the right to own things.  

Example 5.2 (7/12/2018). 

Shayla had a Minnie Mouse doll that she frequently held onto and used in our 

play. I had plush Mickey and Minnie Mouse puppets that we played with 

frequently, using both her Minnie Mouse and my puppets. Her Minnie Mouse was 

hers. She let me know that clearly.  

JL:  Oh, I get to use Minnie Mouse today? [Using Minnie’s Voice] Hi, 

Shayla! 

Shayla:  Ooooh! [Her eyes light up.] 
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JL:  She’s like, I did not know that my Minnie Mouse could talk! 

[Shayla hands my puppets to me.] 

JL:  Oh, do you want me to use Mickey and Minnie?  

[Shayla smiles and looks at me.] [I hand her puppet back to her.] 

JL:  And’s there’s Minnie.  

[Shayla picks up her Minnie Mouse and reaches out for my Mickey puppet.] 

JL:  Oh, and you want Mickey, too?  

[Shayla giggles.] 

Shayla is taking temporary ownership of my puppet and reclaiming hers. She is 

enacting her right to ownership in this simple interaction. Many times, in my experience 

in the classroom, I have experienced a child saying “mine”. However, during this study, I 

did not hear either child say this, nor did they indicate this with their bodies, but they did 

take things away from me. Perhaps because there were no other children in the scene, the 

children did not feel a need to claim ownership on any of the toys or books. Also, the toys 

and books belonged to me for the most part.  Shayla did hold her Minnie Mouse doll 

closely, but I did not try to take it and she did not sense that I was trying to claim is for 

my own, either.  

The Right to Influence. The second area that Quennerstedt noted of children’s 

rights enactment in the preschool that she studied was influence. She found that children 

took initiatives to exert influence over situations, communicate will, and assert their will 

when unnoticed. Quennerstedt defined influence as “…the political human right to be 
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heard and taken into account” (2015, p. 10). Tom asserted his will many times, even as he 

strained his neck to look away or dump toys or books off his wheelchair tray. Shayla took 

toys from me, looked away and crawled away to assert her will. Child can influence an 

interaction with the modalities that they choose to use when communicating. Tom 

enacted influence quite regularly. He knew that he could control the interactions between 

the two of us by simply looking away. He would do this when he got bored, tired, or did 

not feel well and sometimes just because he wanted to. Here is an example of Tom 

exerting influence over our interaction. He is ready to stop.  

Example 5.3 (4/23/2018). 

JL:  Is that enough pirate books for today?  

Tom:  Huh.  

JL:  For today?  

Tom:  Done? Uhh? [Tom looks up at the ceiling fan and stares at it.] 

I believe that many times children exert their right to influence what happens to 

them in a variety of ways. In this interaction, Tom simply moves his gaze to the fan; this 

is his signal to me that we are finished. Other children use fussing or tantrums to 

influence the adults around them. Children have a right to exert their influence in 

situations that affect them. 

The Right to Equal Value. The third right that Quennerstedt found that children 

enacted in the preschool was involving equal value. She found that “…a phenomenon… 

connected to equal value is that of taking turns” (p. 10. Her rationale for listing this as a 
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manifestation of equal value was tied to the children recognizing their own right to a turn, 

to recognize that others deserve a turn, and in privileging their own value.   

The child participants in my study demonstrated some turn taking ability in that 

they would turn a page and look up to say (okay, can we read the next page) or (in 

Shayla’s case) giving and taking away toys (particularly with her mother).  

Example 5.4 (8/11/2018). 

JL:  Do you want more bubbles? Do you want mommy to do it?  

[Shayla takes the wand from me and hands the wand to her mom.] 

Hanna:  [Blowing bubbles] Look at the bubbles! Thank you! 

In this example, Shayla is enacting her right to equal value. She is modifying the 

activity to include her mom, to give her a turn. There were other times where Shayla 

enacted this right by taking a toy and using it for a turn and then returning it to me. In my 

experience, preschool children are very aware of the right to equal value. They insist on 

having a turn in activities and sharing is not a favorite activity.  

Implications of Children’s Rights 

 Implications of Quennerstedt’s research in the lives of the emerging/pre-verbal 

and nonverbal child includes several points. The things that a child expresses, however 

they choose to express them, needs to be heard and honored. Children are enacting their 

participation rights now. They are agents in taking ownership of things, in exerting their 

influence, and in ensuring that all are viewed as having equal value. Children who can 

enact their rights and demonstrate agency, who are listened to, and whose opinions are 
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taken into consideration will have better outcomes by being understood more clearly. As 

a result, they will demonstrate better behavior. I have worked with children who present 

with severe communication delays. These children may have words that sounds like 

gibberish, or they may not use many words. Some might not even have basic strategies 

for communicating like Tom and Shayla.  

When a child is being evaluated for developmental concerns, such as delayed 

speech of very little expressive language, I have the parent complete a developmental 

history on the child. This questionnaire, designed by the school district special education 

department asks many questions about the child such as their birth history, developmental 

milestones, and so on. There is also a space on the form for parents to indicate concerns.  

I often discover that the child is presenting many of what the parents perceive to be 

behavior problems at home such as tantrums, fussing, and not following directions. The 

parents often express frustration and complain that they cannot understand their child. 

Like, Shayla and Tom’s parents, these parents feel they are participating in a huge 

guessing game most of the time with their child.  The child knows this and uses whatever 

communicative tools they possess to get their point: fussing, screaming, or being silent. 

These children are enacting the right to influence what happens to them, but they are not 

doing it in a way that the adult prefers.   

After they start in preschool and begin to learn new ways to communicate such as 

using pictures, signs, gestures, and eventually words, parents notice a positive change in 

the child’s behavior and countenance.  Just as Tom and Shayla’s parents noted as they 
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watched their child more, they understood more.  As teachers, caregivers and the other 

children take a child’s attempts to communicate seriously, the child tries harder to be 

understood. Parents start to notice a change and that they know that the child is 

requesting or needing something. All these things in tandem help the child develop 

confidence in expressing themselves. Once, a parent thanked me and told me that now, 

they could take their son out to eat in a restaurant. This was a child, who for the first 

month of preschool, would flop himself down on the floor with the group and refuse to 

move when it was time to go to the cafeteria or any other place on campus. He learned 

new ways to communicate and his parents noticed and honored these things. Things 

changed for the better for that child and family when they noticed his communication and 

respected his rights. 

Certainly, there is room in the field of early childhood for growth in this area of 

honoring what children are trying to tell us before they can tell us in words. Adults must 

do better at watching the child, listening carefully and respecting the intent that the child 

is expressing.  

MacNaughton, Hughes and Smith (2007) wrote a response to the United Nations 

General Comment No. 7 on Children’s Rights. They found that early childhood 

professionals could enact three roles in conjunction with children enacting their rights. 

These were the roles of translator, intermediary or advocate. All these roles could be used 

to promote child’s rights, first as a translator, providing a mouthpiece for children, second 

as an intermediary, which assumes that child’s thoughts are only worthwhile insofar as 
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they are processed through adults and third, as an advocate. However, MacNaughton, et 

al. encourages professionals to move past these roles to act as collaborators with children.  

Researchers such Rinaldi (2012) point out that listening to children in key. She 

asserts that “from the beginning children demonstrate that they have a voice, that they 

know how to listen and that they want others to listen to them” (in Edwards, Gandini & 

Forman, eds). This is contrasting to interpreting as the dialogue stands on its own with 

value, not as only as far as an adult has translated it. This includes listening to more than 

the words, but to the silences, gestures, gazes and so on to find the meaning (Dunn, 

2015).  Adults working with children in research need to be sensitive in acknowledging 

and accepting all children’s preferred forms of expression (Gibbs and Cooper, 2014).  

As I discovered in my research, the adult role in the play interaction can extend or 

shut down the child-adult interaction. If the adult is watching the child and responding to 

all that the child is expressing in his/her gazes, gestures, moves and sounds, the 

interaction can demonstrate respect and honoring the child’s voice. It is only then that the 

child’s voice can be heard at a comparable level to the adults.  
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Chapter 6: Conclusions: Limitations, Implications and Moving Forward 

Conclusions 

Lahman (2008) asked if children will always be othered. This is a question that 

haunts my thoughts and drove my research process. Can we, as a society, move past 

othering anyone? Certainly, it is difficult to see past our own myopic view. My research 

sought to determine the ways that emerging/pre-verbal and nonverbal children 

communicate agency with their parents, caregivers, and families, how adults respond to 

children and how children enact their rights and how adults can assign privilege to those 

enactments. I assert that the rights of these children should be respected and valued by 

adults by taking this very power imbalance in the adult/child relationship into 

consideration. Many researchers (Chapman, 2003; English, 2005; and Foucault, 1980) 

see children as social agents. As such, all children have a right to agency and to 

participate in their own care and learning through the enactments of articles 12 and 13 of 

the UNCRC (1989). Children continually express this agency, but often this is dismissed. 

Children have the right to ownership, as well as to exert influence and equal value in their 

play and learning. This study sought to unpack the ways that children accomplish these 

edicts. Adults do not always note this influence and dismiss children’s intents and 

interests. Often, they do not realize that this is an issue for the child.  

The Role of Adult Distraction. Although children and adults both experienced 

distraction during the play sessions, the adults demonstrated distracted behaviors more 

frequently. The adults in the study (including myself) were distracted many times. In the 
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case of Shayla, distraction was a factor in 40% of the sampled responses. There were less 

with Tom. This may be partially because we had a previous student/teacher relationship 

as I was his preschool teacher and so both of us were in tuned to attending to each other 

as students and teachers do over time. As documented on the transcripts, the distractions 

included the presence of media in the room including television and personal cellphones, 

noise from other people in the house, noises from medical machines and lack of sustained 

effort in following the child’s lead. It appears that this would be a simple task of simply 

paying attention better. However, in practice, many adults have difficulty focusing, as 

evidenced by this research. 

 For early childhood educators, it is at times difficult to simply focus on the child. 

The demands of having a group of children who need our attention to meet this physical, 

emotional and educational needs can be significantly high. As an educator, I know that 

some days are more difficult than others. Of course, safety is a priority. The secondary 

needs of emotional, physical and educational factors may be overlooked at times. 

Educators need to be aware of this discrepancy and strive to be present in the interactions 

with the children. This is only way to combat distraction and develop positive 

relationships which foster children’s agency.   

Children’s Rights Taken Seriously. This study took seriously the enactment of 

children’s rights which are to be respected and are not a ‘chicken soup’ (Leon in Sloth-

Nielsen, 1996), kind of nice thing to do for children. Children’s rights to participation 

through ownership, influence and equal value were highlighted. Adults were encouraged 
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to move beyond translation to serve as collaborators in allowing children to enact their 

rights.  

 Children’s rights are ratified legislation in most of the world, thanks to the 

UNCRC (1989). Perhaps the U.S will join in? Children have a voice. They might not 

have access to a physical voice, be nonverbal, or be too young to have ‘words’ yet, but 

they have other ways to express themselves. My research asserts that communicating is 

happening, and that children are expressing themselves. It is the imperative of the adults 

to implement ways to honor that children’s voices.  

Early childhood educators need to be made aware of that children have rights. 

This is not a perspective that is typically covered in early childhood on-the-job training 

that many preschool providers receive when beginning a job. Parents, as well, do not 

have this knowledge that children have rights. It is unfair to assume that these important 

people in children’s lives have this knowledge, when many times, they do not.  

The field of early children education needs to work to build education and 

awareness of children’s rights. Current events point to children beginning to assert their 

rights. On a recent trip to Germany, I saw a children’s rally. Hand-lettered signs stated 

children’s concerns about our environment and other issues (signs were in German). I 

was over-joyed to see one father walking toward this rally, hand in hand with his two 

young daughters, approximately ages one and four. The older daughter was holding a 

branch with a hand-lettered sign. This is where an awareness of the rights of children 

begins. An interest in supporting children’s rights is now public.  
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Limitations 

This study has limitations in its scope and implementation due to using a small 

sample size of two participants which does not represent the larger population of children 

in these age groups or with these characteristics.  There are many more groups of children 

who could have been studied, for example, child on the autism spectrum, or other 

developmental delays. Because of the qualitative approach for my research, I had to 

select two children for this study. I chose these two children, as case studies, because I 

felt that their voice could partially represent other children of the same age and situations.  

Because I am not a toddler, nor am I wheelchair bound and nonverbal. I can only express 

empathy towards my participants.  

Another limitation of this study is the short period to document and collect data. 

Ideally, I would have liked to collect more data on both children, particularly with 

Shayla, but this did not work out due to complications with equipment failure and 

schedules. Despite having hours of recorded data, this represents only a fraction of what 

could have been collected from these children. It is a tiny slice of their life.  It would have 

been interesting to collect more data in different settings, perhaps with Shayla’s 

grandmothers, for example. I would have also liked to collect more data by observing the 

children through an entire day, but this was not practical. Perhaps further research could 

move in that direction.   

Transcription, though one of the best tools available for analysis, is stripped of the 

full context of where the interactions occurred. It would be impossible to view all the 
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subtle eye, hand and arm movements, as well as sounds that occurred during the play 

sessions. Analysis, too, is faulty, in that according to Gee (2010) we can only see what 

we are looking for. It is almost impossible for me to see what I am not looking for. This 

creates an inherent bias.  

The presence of cameras in the room and how they can affect people’s behavior 

and what they say. Having participated in videotaping in my classroom and in the 

classrooms of my staff, I know that what is recorded is not always an accurate 

representation of what transpires in the same setting when no cameras are present. A 

hidden camera might work differently, ethically, this would not be a good choice.  Still, 

video cameras are the most effective way to capture interactions for later analysis.  

Adult privilege is a limitation that cannot be dismissed. Corsaro (2003) was able 

to move past a great deal of adult privilege when he did his work with preschool children 

who involved him in mischief against the teachers. I could not become a child to see the 

interactions from their point of view. Privilege is another matter altogether. Adult 

privilege was disrupted by this study, but it is incomplete.  

Implications 

We cannot give children what is already theirs. Children’s rights are not “a gift 

[from] adults, but a legal imperative which is the right of the child” (Lundy, 2007, p. 

931).  Children’s rights are a political issue that needs to be addressed more fully. The 

U.S. needs to join the rest of the world and ratify the UNCRC. It is not enough to say that 
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we live in a democracy, and therefore everyone has rights. Children’s rights are often 

dismissed and overlooked. We must strive to keep this issue on the public agenda.  

Critical reflection is the first step in ensuring these young rights holders are 

listened to and respected. Implications of this study call for increased awareness by adults 

of children’s rights. This is the only way that children’s right can be fully implemented.  

Many adults are simply not aware that children have rights as guaranteed by the UNCRC 

(1989). 

When I began my doctoral studies in 2014, I was not aware of children’s rights as 

a field of applied study, despite my many years in the field of early childhood education. 

I was aware of human rights but had never considered the notion that children might have 

additional rights and protections, simply due to their age. Upon learning of these rights 

and more importantly why children need these rights upheld, I became keenly interested 

in what this meant for the populations that I serve as a teacher. This matters to me 

because when you come to accept and understand that children have rights, you see 

children differently. No longer co-dependent on adults for meeting every want and need, 

children actively seek their own needs met. Children are not helpless. They are not 

without opinion. They very much want to participate in matters that affect them. All 

children have this right, even the emerging per-verbal and nonverbal child.  

When I saw that adults discount the opinions of very young children, such as a 

toddler or a nonverbal child, it made me feel that something was wrong. How many times 

do adults assume that they know best for the child, even in simple matters that could 
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involve the child? Often adults do not consider that a child might want something 

different than what the adult thinks that they want. Are children offered a choice? Adults 

may not take the time to consider what children want and need. Communication of the 

enactment of these instances of child agency can be subtle and nuanced. Adults must put 

away their pre-conceived notions of what is means to be a child to consider this 

perspective.  

Adults should also reconsider the ways that they interact with emerging per-

verbal and nonverbal children. They need to make a better effort to minimize distractions 

and maintain joint attention when interacting with children. They need to look for, notice 

and value those covert and overt ways that children are expressing themselves. They need 

to respond in appropriate ways to children’s enactments of ownership, influence and 

equal value. Respecting the child is the way to ensure that rights are protected for the 

emerging pre-verbal/nonverbal child.  

Moving Forward 

Children have rights, ethically and legally, to be involved in their own care and 

learning. As evidenced by this study, children participate in their nuanced ways such as 

the use of gaze, gestures, proximity, sounds and words. All modalities are to be honored 

as viable ways to communicate. The adult role goes beyond interpreter, intermediary and 

advocate to collaborative friend and playmate. The child cannot ‘call the shots’ in all 

matters, but their opinions must be taken serious consideration in matters that affect 

them. “When [parents and caregivers] use their expertise…to collaborate with young 
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children, new social structures can emerge in which everyone’s voice is heard” (Mac 

Naughton, Hughes & Smith, 2007, p. 161).  

Impact on the quality of the lives of emerging/pre-verbal toddler and nonverbal 

children showing agency in expressing their wants and needs was noted and expressed as 

valued by the children’s caregivers/families. This has the potential to improve the lives of 

these emerging/pre-verbal and nonverbal children who are better able to communicate 

their wants and needs and know that they are valued.  Families and caregivers might also 

benefit since they are now aware of new and better communication strategies that can be 

used with their emerging/pre-verbal toddlers and nonverbal children. An additional 

benefit of this study is that creating positive care and home experiences for these children 

may reduce parent/caregiver behaviors of frustration.  

There is much work to be done to ascertain that children are given the chance to 

participate in matters that affect them. In the medical field, reform is needed in how 

children, especially those presenting as nonverbal, are treated. Children need to be told 

what is happening to them, to have their questions answered and to know that the medical 

provider is interested in them individually as a child, and not seeing the disability first. 

Adults need to be reminded that children hear and pay attention when they are being 

talked about. It is only when we set aside our pre-conceived notions about children being 

too you, too immature to really understand that we can make strides to ensure that the 

rights of the emerging/pre-verbal and nonverbal child to participate in their own care and 

learning will be realized.  
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Appendix B: Sample Transcript Excerpt 

Shayla Hannah JL Coding 

  Are you singing 
a song? Mix, 
mix, mix. Just 
like mom. Look! 

Teaching 

[Shayla notices the 
tub with the blocks, 
then shifts attention 
to the bells.] 

Look, Shayla, 
Oooh! [Mom 
plays the bells] 

 Shayla: Changing the 
Focus 

Hannah: Explanation 

 Here. Um. 
[Showing her the 
stick] 

 Explanation 

[Smiles and looks 
at me.] 

 Yay! Music! Encouragement 

[Shayla gets the 
stick from mom] 

  Confirmation of 
Hannah’s idea 

 Your turn hit the 
bells! 

 Encouragement 

[Shayla hits the 
bells in the wrong 
spot, so no noise 
happens.] 

  Action 

 You got to hit the 
bells right here. 
Look. On the 
outside. [She 
points.] 

 Explanation/Teaching  

[Shayla looks 
inside one of the 
bells] 

  Confirmation/Checking 

 There’s nothing 
inside. Come on, 

 Encouragement/ 

Explanation 
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Shayla’s House 8/5/2018 Shayla is playing with a plastic whisk in a bowl.  

 

  

let’s hit around. 
Tray again. [Mom 
plays the bells 
softly.] 

Yea-ah [Tentatively 
playing the bells] 

  Excitement 

 Doing a good job. 
Right there! 

 Praise 
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Appendix C: Interview Questions 

 

1. Do you think that your child talks to you? How can you tell? What does he/she say?  

2. How do you know when your child wants something?  

3. Does your child ask questions?  

4. When you do think that your child started having opinions about things?  

5. Has the way that your child communicates changed over time? 

6. When did your child start paying attention to you?  

7. When did your child start having eye contact with you?  

8. How long does it take caregivers to really understand your child?  

9. Does your child use his communicative device much (for Tom only)? 

10. Does your child tell you things, like when he/she wants to be moved?  

11. Do you think that your child anticipates his/her daily schedule?  

12. When your child sees a doctor, do they address him/her directly?  
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