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Abstract
How do young children experience digital play in the 21st century? The purpose of this
exploratory case study was to examine one child’s play in non-digital and digital contexts over a
period of three years. The research was theoretically grounded in socio-cultural theories of
learning, nested ecological systems, and early childhood pedagogy. The research questions
comprised: (a) How did this child use a variety of digital tools in his play?; (b) How did proximal
processes and bio-ecological systems influence his play with or without digital tools?; and (c)
How did the child co-analyze the research? I conducted this study with my own son from age
two until age of five in the context of his nested ecological networks (home, daycare, extended
family). Data collection included 130 discrete observations of play (2160 hours) documented
through videos, photographs, field notes, artwork, family books, and other artifacts. Thematic
analyses led to the creation of five learning stories that provided a basis for a cross-case analysis.
Findings (a) illuminate how digital technology provided affordances to multimodal play; (b)
challenge warnings found in research and policy statements regarding the impact of screen time
on young children; and (c) offer new insights into the emerging digital citizenship of one child,
through use of digital technology, construction of learning stories, and adoption of a co-research
approach. The specific, unique, and holistic account of how multiple forms of play unfolded over
three years within our family and other nested networks provide a description of how nested
systems can impact both digital and traditional play experiences over time. This study makes a
significant contribution to unraveling some of the complexities of the meaning of play in the
digital age.
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Chapter One: Introduction
I have been passionately curious about how young children learn, develop, and play for
decades. Running parallel to this passion is my interest in how systems (family, school,
community) influence, interact, and impact this development. I questioned how these interactions
might unfurl in my own life as a mother, researcher, and early years educator. My inquisitive
nature, along with recent national and international interest in children and digital literacies, led
me to reflect on how this would be enacted in my own family and has formed the foundation of
my dissertation work. The story about what I learned will be described in subsequent chapters of
this study.
The Early Years, Play, and Digital Literacies
The early years (0–8) are a time when children learn and explore their environments
socially and play with various digital literacy tools (Carrington & Marsh, 2005; Harwood, 2017;
Marsh et al., 2017; Plowman, McPake, & Stephen, 2012; Rowsell, 2017; Van Scoter & Boss,
2002). Traditional notions of play have taken on new meanings in the digital age, with early
multiliteracies and play practices continuously changing as digital technology is woven into the
daily lives of both children and adults (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000; Leu, 2000; Marsh et al., 2017;
Pahl & Rowsell, 2011; Wohlwend, 2015, 2017; Yelland, Lee, O’Rourke, & Harrison, 2008).
These play practices have transformed how children interact with their peers, parents, and
educators (Wang et al., 2010), with little known about their social interactions with family
members using these technologies (Danby et al., 2013) in play (Verenikina & Kervin, 2011).
Wohlwend (2017) suggested that given this shift and extension of what multiliteracies now
consider, that the definition of play has become even more “slipp[ery]” (p.162) than previous
“unruly literacy” definitions of play suggested (Sutton-Smith, 1997). Berson and Berson (2010)
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asserted that learning environments without technology are disconnected from some children’s
realities, suggesting that digital technologies needed to be examined to fully understand young
children’s early literacy development and their play practices (Marsh, 2005; National
Association for the Education of Young Children [NAEYC], 2012; Wolhwend, 2015).
My research explored literacy events and digital play of my son and the development of
his multiliteracies in his nested networks with a focus on our family and home context. These
nested networks were woven into a methodology for ethnographic case study research.
The impetus for this study resided with the need for insights into how some young
children experience multiliteracies in 21st century, digitally connected homes, and challenges the
common critiques and warnings about screen time and children (NAEYC, 2012). In fact, there
was a redefinition of play as a “literacy of possibilities” (Wohlwend, 2015) that this study took
up and continues to re-imagine. There was also commitment by myself as a parent-researcher for
ethical research with (not on) young children as “active participants who take part willingly in
research that has flexible methods” (Alderson, 2005, p. 30). This dissertation introduces the
research program, synthesizes relevant literature, describes epistemological foundations, and
provides a description of the methodological approach that was used to answer my research
questions.
Children’s Literacy in the Home
This research came from a need to examine literacies and digital play (multimodal playbased literacy practices using digital technologies) in early childhood (Lankshear & Knobel,
2003; Marsh, 2005; Marsh et al., 2015; NAEYC, 2012; Plowman, McPake, & Stephen, 2012;
Wohlwend, 2015) and a significant and deep-rooted body of work relating to young children’s
literacy practices in home contexts (Anderson, Moffatt, McTavish, & Shapiro, 2013; Marsh,
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2015; Plowman, 2014). This need emerged because children’s capacities to learn were known to
be impacted by their relationships and environments in the early years of life (Bronfenbrenner,
1985, 2005; McCain, Mustard, & Shanker, 2007; The World Bank, 2005).
Play is an essential feature in early learning and affords children enormous benefits and
critical developmental opportunities (CMEC, 2012; Elkind, 2007; Krentz, 2008; Singer,
Golinkoff, & Hirsh-Pasek, 2009). Play permits children to implement strategies that guide their
investigations of their world through physical experiences, social interactions, creations, and
reflections (CMEC, 2012; Dewey, 1938; Kostelnick, Soderman, & Whiren, 2011; Stacey, 2008).
Young children play digitally as well, using a variety of tools (Marsh et al., 2015) in a
variety of modes (Wohlwend, 2017). Research suggests that digital play is no longer as solitary
as it once was – it is social and interactive (Wohlwend, 2015) in hybrid spaces (Marsh et al.,
2017). However, despite the awareness of early digital experiences, recent research discovered
that both early childhood educators and parents are ambivalent in accepting the use of digital
technologies with young children (Alper, 2011; Jenkins, 2006; Kirkorian, 2017; Marsh et al.,
2005; Plowman et al., 2012; Wang et al., 2010). In addition, researchers have attempted to make
sense of children’s emerging practices with technology in multiple contexts (Chaudron, 2015;
Wang et al., 2010).
The Ambiguity of Digital Play in the Early Years
There was no clear evidence of exactly how children were using new technologies in
their play experiences in the early years within these proximal processes or immediate
environments (e.g., home). In order to elucidate this, there was a need for research to examine a
child, how she/he plays, who he/she plays with, and how his/her nested systems influenced their
play over time (Bronfenbrenner, 2005) (see Table 1).
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Table 1. Examining one child’s play (Bronfenbrenner, 2005)
Process

Person

Examine the ways (my When, where, how,
son’s) age,
with whom does my
temperament,
son play?
motivation, and
developmental
trajectories influenced
(his) experiences

Context

Time

Examine/ evaluate
how two microsystems (home and
school) influence his
use of various
materials in play

Longitudinal study in
order to evaluate the
influence of proximal
process (his
interactions in his
immediate
environment)

Missing from the literature was any kind of local (Canadian) longitudinal data or research
that examines preschoolers’ digital literacy and play experiences within the context of the family
(Chaudron, 2015; Marsh, 2015). However, Marsh, Hannon, Lewis, and Ritchie (2015) offered
insights from the United Kingdom on how parents and children can co-research together, which
was helpful in this Canadian context.
Research Questions
Given a dearth of longitudinal, in-depth research about digital play of children, aged 2–5,
coupled with a surfeit of diverse views about digital play in the lives of young children, there
emerged a strong rationale for this timely research (Alper, 2011, 2012; Bers & Kazakoff, 2013;
NAEYC, 2012; Plowman et al., 2012; Roach O’Keefe & Moffatt, 2013; Wang et al., 2010).
Subsequently, the purpose of this research was to examine my son’s play in the context of our
family and nested ecological networks—home, daycare, extended family (grandparents)—,
starting at two years of age for approximately three years. The following questions guided the
research:


RQ1: How did he use a variety of digital tools in play?



RQ2: How did proximal processes and bio-ecological systems influence his play
with/out digital tools?
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RQ3: How did he co-analyze the research?

In order to understand the conceptual foundations in the study, it is important to have a clear idea
of the following delimitations and acronyms that are frequently referred to in the study. The
following glossary is grouped by concept (e.g. play).
Glossary and Operational Definitions
Remix: Taking multiple perspectives on the same thing, holding the original piece of art but
letting the true meanings of the original shine through;
…There are four characteristics to new literacies research: 1) new technologies offer a
way to envision new literacy practices; 2) new literacies are essential to economic, civic
and personal participation in a world community; 3) new literacies change, remix,
converge as defining technologies change; 4) new literacies are multimodal and
multifaceted (Rowsell & Walsh, 2011, p.56);
Lankshear and Knobel (2008) defined remix as:
… the idea of someone mixing cultural resources together, and then someone else coming
along and remixing the thing the previous person had created, by selecting from it and
adding new cultural resources to it, and inserting their own purposes and inflections into
it – remixing; taking what others have created, remixing it, and sharing with other people
again. We have earlier mentioned some familiar tools of writings—the pencil and the
typewriter. These tools have now changed. … Remixing practices have changed as well.
Right now the key tools of remix and of writing as remix are digital. The internet,
particularly, is awash with examples of ways in which these digital tools get used in the
practice of creativity. (para.1)
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Play: An activity engaged in for enjoyment and recreation, especially by children (Oxford
Dictionary, 2016); ideas, representations, games, and actions (Sutton Smith, 2008); often defined
as creative, make believe, fantasy, enjoyable, voluntary, and universal (Golinkoff, Hirsch-Pasek,
Russ, & Lillard, 2013); the antithesis of work (Harwood, 2017).
In play a child is always above his average age, above his daily behaviour; in play it is as
though he were a head taller than himself. As in the focus of a magnifying glass, play
contains all the developmental tendencies in a condensed form; in play, it is as though the
child were trying to jump above the level of his normal behaviour. (Vygotsky, 1967, p.
16)
Types of Play in the Early Years (Aistear, The Early Learning and Curriculum Framework ,
n.d.; Department of Education and Early Childhood Development, 2014; Hughes, 2002):


Unoccupied play: not really play; random movements (infant)



Solitary/ independent play: when children play alone (typically age 2–3)



Exploratory play: play to access information using manipulation (handling, mouthing
objects) (typically infant – age 3)



Onlooker play: when a child simply observes other children playing and does not partake in
the action



Parallel play: playing side by side but not together (typically age 5+)



Imaginative play: play where conventional rules, which govern the physical world, do not
apply



Associative play: children play separately from one another, but in this mode of play, they
are involved with what the others are doing (i.e., think children building a city with blocks)
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Symbolic play: play which allows control, gradual exploration, and increased understanding
without the risk of being out of one’s depth



Social play: play during which the rules and criteria for social engagement and interaction
can be revealed, explored, and amended



Cooperative play: when children truly play together (e.g., board games; working together on
something) (typically age 6+)



Socio-dramatic/fantasy play: when children play dress up; role play; taking on roles;
superhero or princess play



Competitive play: when children take turns; turn take (board games or sports); where there
is a winner



Physical play/rough and tumble play: gross motor play (e.g., throwing a ball, riding a bike,
dancing, running, jumping, tickling); gauging relative strength



Constructive/manipulative play: when children build with blocks, making a road for toy
cars; construct a fort out of couch pillows; thread beads; do puzzles



Creative play: play which allows a new response; transformation of information; awareness
of new connections with an element of surprise



Communication play: play using words, nuances, or gestures (e.g., mime, jokes, play
acting, mickey talking, singing, debate, poetry)



Object play: play which uses infinite and interesting sequences of hand-eye manipulations
and movements (with figurines or manipulatives)



Digital play: Playful behaviours or play events involving digital technology of some kind,
where digital technology provides various affordances; multimodal play-based literacy
practices using digital technology (operational); Lim & Clark (2010) suggest that the nature
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of play has shifted because of pervasive digital mediums; Digital play enabling young
learners “to enact new understandings, and engage in innovative meaning-making processes”
(Harwood, 2014, p. 4) or embodied play (Harwood, 2017); Digital play is multimodal in
nature, often combining elements of concrete play and the digital (Harwood & Scott, 2017);
Children make meaning with and through their engagement with digital mediums and digital
play in productive and transformative ways (Harwood & Scott, 2017, p. 52); Edwards (2011)
argues that “contemporary digital cultures provide rich opportunities for the promotion of
play” (p. 244) that is rooted in children’s everyday experiences and that sits alongside more
traditional play activities; Marsh, Plowman, Yamanda-Rice, Bishop, and Scott (2016)
propose that digital play is actually related to a new classification of play—transgressive
play— where children use features of digital/apps that are not part of the design
(“transgressing the producers’ intentions,” p. 250); Plowman (2014) discusses “toys and
technologies” (p. 36) that were used in the homes of the families in her study.
Digital technologies: For the purpose of this study, I focused on the concept of the affordances
of digital technologies (e.g., electronic toys, the internet, apps/platforms, tablets, computers,
phones, digital devices such as DVD players, CD players, electronic tools, interactive
storybooks, battery-operated toys), and what digital makes possible in literacies (versus the
binary of digital vs. non-digital). While digital may or may not be the focus on the play
documented in time, it may also be what inspires reflection, inquiry, further questions about
early childhood development, relationships, and environments in the study.
Play-based learning: purposeful play that is designed by an educator with an end in mind;
learning (Council of Ministers Education Canada - CMEC) and achieving curriculum goals
(Ontario Ministry of Education, 2010; Flanagan, 2011).
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Family: Given the diversity of 21st century living arrangements, the concept of the nuclear
family goes beyond traditional definitions (Miller, 2016; Walthery & Plewis, 2015); however, in
this study, the operational definition of family is a group of people who are related to each other
or united by certain common affiliations (Merriam-Webster, 2016) and identify as a particular
family with both biological and sociocultural roots (First Nations and Indigenous Studies, 2009).
Nested networks: This definition emerges from two theoretical sources:
1. Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model about child development, where the relationships
between individuals and their environments are viewed as “mutually shaping”; where
individuals’ experiences are “as a set of nested structures, each inside the next, like a set of
Russian dolls (1979, p. 22). Bronfenbrenner asserted that when studying human
development, it is important to examine within, beyond, and across how several systems
(microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem) interact with the child at the centre.
2. Tilleczek’s (2008, 2011) sociological framework, where activities nest within a complex
cultural network in and between home, school, communities, and so forth. The child or
young person and those closest to them are inseparable from, and nested within, their cultures
and contexts. In my research, the focus is on my son, nested in these systems that weave
together and provide a framework from which my research provides a possibility to create a
new model and contribute to the research in a unique way.
Family literacy: a term used to describe adults and children learning together; also termed
intergenerational literacy learning that has been documented to demonstrate the important role
families play in children’s early literacy development (ABC Life Literacy Canada, 2016;
Anderson, Anderson, & Gear, 2015; Purcell-Gates, 1996; Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines, 1988).
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Marsh et al. (2015) suggested that in the light of socio-cultural developments in the new media
age, a change in focus from family literacy to digital family literacy is required.
Early literacy: Early literacy theory emphasizes the more natural unfolding of skills through the
enjoyment of books, the importance of positive interactions between young children and adults,
and the critical role of literacy-rich experiences (Zero to Three, 2018). It encompasses the
development of both decoding skills (print knowledge, sound awareness) and critical thinking
skills (story comprehension, vocabulary, and conversation) (The Hanen Centre, 2016) and is
more about positive interactions that unfold prior to formal literacy learning (Shickedanz, 2013).
Early literacy experiences can involve interactions in early childhood involving environmental
print (Katz & Chard, 1996; Neumann, Hood, Ford, & Neumann, 2011), scribbling and art
making (Kellogg, 1970; Neuman & Roskos, 2005; Robertson, 2012), singing and phonological
development (Weigel, Martin, & Lowman, 2016), reading aloud (Shed & Duke, 2008), puppet
shows (Goouch & Lambirth, 2016), and many outdoor literacy activities (Keeler, 2008).
Literacy: literacy as a social practice (Gee, 1991; Street, 1996, 2003); making meaning through
communication (Pahl & Rowsell, 2011); the ability to read, view, write, design, speak, and listen
in a way that allows you to communicate effectively; a set of complex and dynamic skills which
help people work, communicate, and are the foundation for learning (Economic Skills
Development Canada, 2015; UNESCO, 2006). Defined broadly, being literate is situational and
acquired in a range of developmental, socio-cultural, and media contexts (Language and Literacy
Research in Canada, 2008).
Literacies: reading, writing, and communicating; ways of expressing meaning; competence or
knowledge in a specific area; abilities to read and write and create that are multiple, dynamic,
and malleable (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000).
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Multiliteracies: multimodal meaning-making in socio-cultural contexts (Cope & Kalantzis,
2000).
Layered Literacies:
The concept of layering literacies (Abrams, 2013, 2015) brings to light the intertwined,
overlapping, and iterative connection among context, culture, and understanding… The
layered literacies framework helps us “talk about what students are doing, acknowledging
the multimodal literacies, experiences, values, and coinciding abilities that are inherent
aspects of such meaning making…the concept of layered literacies [is] fluid, porous, and
flexible in the same way that, ideally, learning should be” (Abrams, 2015, p. 15) (excerpt
from Abrams, 2017, p.502).
Pedagogy of parenting: based on the notion of intentionality in early childhood teaching
(deliberate, purposeful, and thoughtful in decision making) (Epstein, 2007, 2009; Early
Childhood Australia, 2010); using pedagogy in parenting practices (Hewett, 2016); pedagogy
often refers to how best to teach; the art and science and theoretical foundation of teaching;
pedagogical parenting is the art and science of parenting based on/influenced by pedagogical
beliefs and values.
Socio-economic Status: Socioeconomic status is:
The social standing or class of an individual or group; It is often measured as a
combination of education, income, and occupation. Examinations of socioeconomic
status often reveal inequities in access to resources, plus issues related to privilege, power
and control. (American Psychological Association, 2018, para 1)
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List of Acronyms and Abbreviations
AAP: American Academy of Pediatrics
ECE: Early Childhood Educator
ECCE: Early Childhood Care and Education
ELC: Early Learning Centre (sometimes used interchangeably with EYC)
ELF: (PEI’s) Early Years Framework (Flanagan, 2011)
EYC: Early Years Centre (sometimes used interchangeably with ELC)
ICT: Information and Communication Technology
NAEYC: National Association for the Education of Young Children
PAC: Parent Advisory Committee
PPCT: Person, process, context time (Bronfenbrenner, 2005)
SES: Socio-Economic Status
Dissertation Structure
This dissertation is organized into six chapters with accompanying references and
appendices. Chapter two presents a review of the literature—the theories that underpin the
research. Chapter three explains the methods and methodologies of the study. Chapter four
presents the findings in the form of five learning stories as the case study for cross-case analysis.
Chapter five presents the analysis and discussion of how my son used digital play in the context
of his preschool years. Chapter six offers methodological appraisal, opportunities, and
possibilities for future research, as well as a concluding statement.
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Chapter Two: Review of the Literature
In this chapter, I outline a review of the literature and the theories that ground the
research. The literature informing this study was three-fold, mirroring the three threads of
research questions that guided the research. First, I reviewed literature regarding the use of
multiliteracies and digital play in early childhood. Second, I examined literature concerning
critical issues of using digital technology with young children. Third, I studied literature about
conducting research with young children and/within the nested ecologies of the family. The
following sections will illuminate these three threads of the research.
Multiliteracies and Play in Early Learning
The History of Play and Development
Play is a human right (The United Nations, 1948, art. 24); it has been included in the UN
Declaration of Children’s Rights (Declaration of the Rights of the Child, 1959, art. 31), and it has
been rooted in theory that supports healthy human development since late nineteenth-century
theorists (Dewey, 1938; Freobel, 1887; Montessori, 1912; Vygotsky, 1932). Play theory is not
new. It has a history spanning two centuries with definitions, uses, and research to illustrate how
its presence has contributed to the healthy socio-emotional and cognitive capacity of children
and adults (Pellegrini, Dupuis, & Smith, 2007; Sutton-Smith, 2008; Vygotsky, 1932). While the
theoretical foundations of this study date back to Dewey’s (1938) and Vygotsky’s (1978)
constructivist theories of children’s learning, there is also value in tracing the roots of play and
play theory further back in the literature. Theoretical exploration of the processes of play in the
lives of young children and their development include sensory learning (hands on) (Montessori,
1912); therapy (for working out trauma) (Freud, 1920); preparation (for learning) (Dewey,
1938); intellectual development (stages of development) (Piaget, 1962, 1971); rehearsal (acting
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out stress) (Bruner, 1972); social development (language development and zone of proximal
development) (Vygotsky, 1929); co-evolutionary, imitation, and social rules (e.g., teasing)
(Sutton-Smith 1974, 2008); and meta-communication (Erikson, 1955).
Three play historians were particularly important and relevant to my study. Jean Jacques
Rousseau (1712–1778) is known for advocating for free play, providing choice in learning,
focusing on the relationship between child and teacher/adult, and emphasizing holistic education.
In the same century, Johann Pestalozzi (1746–1827) also became recognized as a key historian in
the history of play. He advocated for free, accessible materials for children to play with and is
widely recognized for his theoretical underpinnings of learning through meaning-making using
the ‘hand, head, heart of the child.’ Freidrich Freobel (1782–1852), known as the grandfather of
kindergarten, was a student of Pestalozzi known for acknowledging that (a) children have unique
needs, capabilities, and ways of learning; (b) learning happens and builds from social
interactions; and (c) that learning should be centered around the child and involve parents. He
also developed some of the most intricate toys as gifts: both gifts for the child, but also as a tool
for educators and parents to observe the gifts that children possess. The thinking of all three of
these theorists influenced later theorists of play and learning, such as Bronfenbrenner, and are,
therefore, key theoretical informants for my study.
Making the Case for Play and Learning
Play has also continued to be articulated as an essential feature in early
learning/development and is said to afford children enormous benefits and critical developmental
opportunities (CMEC, 2012; Elkind, 2007; Krentz, 2008; Singer et al., 2009). Children’s
capacity to learn is enormously influenced by their relationships and environments in the early
years of life (Bronfenbrenner, 1985; McCain et al., 2007; The World Bank, 2005). Current early
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learning frameworks assert that play is crucial to learning (CMEC, 2012; Flanagan, 2011;
Government of Ontario, 2007; Kennedy & Barblett, 2010; McCuaig, 2014), but there remains a
mystification and skepticism among both educators and parents as to what that actually means.
This tension is not new (Kuschner, 2015), in fact, recent evidence implies that play was
gradually being pushed out of kindergarten classrooms because of pressures based on
developmentally inappropriate expectations of these youngest learners (Miller & Almon, 2009;
Zigler, Singer, & Bishop-Joseph, 2004). To this end, the Canadian Journal for Education
published a special capsule on Thinking Play Differently (2016), challenging the notion that play
has to be for learning and inspiring future dialogue and exploration about play in our lives. What
is play? Is it intentional play? Free play? Designed play? Is it games with rules? Is it created by
adults with intentional educational goals in mind, or is it solely directed by the child? What about
play just simply for fun? Smith and Pelligrini (2013) would advocate that, quite often, the latter
is the case, with play also being an activity “for its own sake” (p. 1).
There are various types of play that are noted in the literature (Kail & Zolner, 2012;
Smith & Pelligrini, 2013):


exploratory (investigating with materials);



constructive (creating, building, block play) (Andrews, 2015);



social and socio-dramatic (children take on roles, make believe, use props and new
language) (Kendrick, 2005);



games with rules (logic development, board games, sports, child-created games with
rules) (Piaget, 1929);



physical play (gross motor play or locomotor play) (Smith & Pelligrini, 2013);



language play (silly rhymes, songs, chanting, talking); and
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solitary play (alone, sometimes incorporating objects).

These types of play occur at various developmental stages, and many play theorists assert
that these types of play are essential to healthy child development. Like many of these
researchers, Bodrova and Leong (2015) agree with the importance of play in children’s learning,
but caution educators to let play remain a childhood activity “instead of making it a lesson plan”
(p. 371).
Digital Technology in Early Learning
There is a plethora of evidence suggesting young children are now playing and
experiencing their environments with digital tools and online resources (Bers & Kazakoff, 2013;
Marsh et al., 2017; Plowman et al., 2012; Van Scoter & Boss, 2002). Young children who are
born into homes with an overabundance of these digital tools have been recently characterized as
digitods (Holloway, Green, & Stevenson, 2015; Leathers, Summers, & Desollar, 2013; Marsh et
al., 2017) or high-tech-tots (Berson & Berson, 2010) where technology is integrated into the
daily routines and family lives. Technology is now a pervasive part of young children’s lives and
of their families.
In the 1990s, a variety of studies found that there were benefits to using technology with
young children. During this time, researchers suggested that computers were intrinsically
motivating to children and could contribute to cognitive and social development (NAEYC,
1996). Others proposed that technology enhanced children’s self-concept and improved attitudes
toward learning and encouraged communication and cooperation (Clements, Nastasi, &
Swaminathan, 1993; Haugland & Wright, 1997). However, most of this research was conducted
with school-aged children rather than preschoolers, leaving an uncertainty and confusion among
researchers, early years practitioners, and parents about using technology with young children
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(Alper, 2011; Bers & Kazakoff, 2013; Deitz & Kashin, 2012; Jenkins, 2006; Marsh et al., 2005).
Therefore, the need for further research into digital play practices (multimodal play-based
literacy practices using interactive digital technologies) has emerged. The importance of literacy
in the early years of childhood (Lankshear & Knobel, 2003; NAEYC, 2012; Plowman, et al.,
2012) was also highlighted. This need implies that it is imperative to understand these concepts,
so educators/parents/researchers can ensure that early learning is meaningful for our youngest
Canadians. Therefore, this literature review examines both what is known about digital
technologies and preschoolers’ (ages 2–5) play, in the context of their early learning experiences,
and what further research is needed concerning digital literacies in early childhood education
and/or family literacy.
When reviewing the literature, I identified four themes woven across the research. First,
there was a sense that the 21st century—and, in particular, the last two decades—has brought
about a generation of children experiencing digital technology and literacies like no other; that
these digital technologies are here to stay, and adults need to acquire confidence to learn
alongside children. Second, given the lightning speed at which this paradigm of technology
seems to grow, shift, and transform the ways in which communication and learning occur, there
is a deep sense of hesitancy and fear over the potential risk of using digital tools the wrong way,
and there are potential risks identified. Third, despite these deep concerns, studies have shown
the potential of digital technologies enhancing multiliteracies and that this is how children are
becoming literate. Fourth, there are pedagogical recommendations from a variety of research and
position statements that can help guide early childhood professionals and parents toward
intentional practice. The intentional practice rooted in developmentally appropriate play-based
pedagogy can also help work toward a sense of digital citizenship that is essential for those
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growing up in the 21st century of digital immersion. These threads will be further examined in
the subsequent section of this chapter.
Theme One: Digital Technologies are Permanent and Pervasive
Early literacy and play practices are continuously changing as digital technology is
woven into children’s daily lives and play experiences (Abrams, 2017; Alper, 2011; Berson &
Berson, 2010; Cope & Kalantzis, 2000; Gee & Hayes, 2011; Leu, 2000; Lopez, Caspe, & Weiss,
2017; Luke, 2000; Marsh, 2005; Marsh, 2010; Marsh et al., 2015, 2017; NAEYC, 2012; O’Mara
& Laidlaw, 2015; Pahl & Rowsell, 2011; Plowman, et al., 2012; Plowman, et al., 2016; Umaschi
& Horn, 2010; Yelland, 2010; Yelland et al., 2008). There is a sense that the 21st century has
brought about a closer look at digital technology and the shifting experiences and tools that
continue to exist and evolve. There is also a thread that runs through much of the literature that,
because of this fact, in order to avoid disadvantage and marginalization, children need to be able
to become competent and critical users of digital media (Berson & Berson, 2010; Plowman et al.,
2012). It was evident in statistics over the past several years that penetration of information and
communication technologies (ICTs) is quite deep for children in Canada, with nearly all youth
having access to the internet (Johnson, 2018; Statistics Canada, 2017), and international reports
suggested that more than seventy percent of preschoolers have access to interactive devices
(Marsh, 2017; Ofcom, 2015). A parallel notion is the responsibility for educators and parents to
be aware, be critical, and take the lead in deciding how and when digital technologies are used
for learning (Luke, 2000). Children are living digital lives in a variety of ways—home, school,
work, community (Berson & Berson, 2010; Buckleitner, 2009; Calvert et al., 2005; Chiong &
Shuler, 2010; Couse & Chen, 2010; Kerawalla & Crook, 2002; National Institute for Literacy,
2008; Lisenbee, 2009; Rideout, Lauricella, & Wartella, 2011). The literature suggests that there
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is a need to provide guidelines, thoughts, and learning for adults so that we can support children
in their learning in this “technologised world” (Plowman et al., 2012, p. 95).
Theme Two: Deep Concerns about Digital Technologies and Young Children
Despite suggestions that digital technologies are here to stay and are woven into how
children learn in some contexts, recent research has discovered that early childhood
professionals, parents, and many researchers are confused or ambivalent in accepting the use of
digital technologies in young children’s learning experiences (Alper, 2011; Bers & Kazakoff,
2013; Jenkins, 2006; Marsh et al., 2005). There were concerns about how screen time might
affect children younger than five years old (American Academy of Paediatrics, 2010, 2016;
Paediatric Canadian Paediatric Society, 2017). Literature and research tends to examine young
children and screen time (including TV, video, and computers) with a focus on television
viewing (Ravichandran & de Bravo, 2010) rather than more interactive modes of technology use.
Many of these concerns stemmed from the critiques put forward by the American
Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) (1999, 2016) concerning the use of digital technologies by young
children (Cordes & Miller, 2000; Healy, 1999). These concerns continued with warnings about
the effect of screen time (TV film, computer, tablet, etc.) on childhood obesity (Canadian
Paediatric Society, 2017; Deitz & Kashin, 2012; Epstein et al., 2008; Hancox & Poulton, 2006;
Miller, 2005; White House Task Force on Childhood Obesity, 2010) and reduced opportunity for
outdoor play and experiences in nature (Deitz & Kashin, 2012; Ground Productions, 2010; Louv,
2008; Rowan, 2010; Sijtsma, Koller, Sauer, & Corpeleijn, 2015).
Additional concerns arose from research that found when very young children (ages 0–3)
experience too much passive screen time, there are potential negative impacts (Rowan, 2010),
such as reduced language and vocabulary development as a result of reduced social interaction
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with adults (Zimmerman, Christakis, & Meltzoff, 2007); lower quality passive play experiences
(Brown, 2011; Elkind, 2007; Ginsburg, 2007; Kirkorian et al., 2009; Schmidt, Pempek,
Kirkorian, Lund, & Anderson, 2008); and weak self-regulatory behaviours (Shanker, 2011), such
as sleep disturbances (Canadian Paediatric Society, 2017; Dworak, Schierl, Bruns, Struder, 2007;
Thompson & Christakis, 2005), aggressive behaviour (Anderson et al., 2003; Manganello &
Taylor, 2009), and attention problems (Shanker, 2011).
Other studies aimed at educating parents about the importance of play oppose anything
digital. This literature has focused on raising unhurried children (Elkind, 2007), encouraging
parents to simplify their children’s lives (Payne, 2014), engage in more playful parenting
practices (Cohen, 2001), reduce exposure to technology (Stafford, 2014), and get outdoors more
(Louv, 2008). Rowan (2010) goes so far as to advocate that the impact of technology in homes,
schools, and communities can contribute to the disintegration of the family. However, there is a
glaring paucity of research that recognizes the ubiquitous nature of technology in children’s lives
to suggest how parents might embrace it like they do in their own lives and/or careers.
Theme Three: Digital Technology and The Potential for Learning
Despite these concerns, a plethora of research supported how digital technology
encouraged learning for young children when it is situated within a social literacy context
(Berson & Berson, 2010; Gee & Hayes, 2011; McMannis & Gunnewig, 2012; Yelland, 2010).
Such research showed that digital technology can enhance children’s skills in social, cognitive,
language/linguistic, literacies and meaning-making (Yelland, 2011), collaboration (Winters &
Memme, 2017), and problem-solving skills (Bittman, Rutherford, Brown, & Unsworth, 2011;
Heft & Swaminathan, 2002; Kazakoff, 2016; McMannis & Gunnewig, 2012; Wang & Ching,
2003; Wood, 2001).
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Many of the studies that examined young children’s practices with technology through
play included a wide range of experiences. Some included tools used such as iPads, computer
robotics (Bers & Kazakoff, 2013; Harwood, 2017; Kazakoff, 2016; O’Mara & Laidlaw, 2015;
Umaschi & Horn, 2010), digital cameras (Ching, Wang, Shih, & Kedem, 2006), the internet as
research (Rose, Fitzpatrick, Mersereau, & Whitty, 2017) and online virtual worlds like
Neopets™, Webkinz™, and Club Penguin™ (Burke & Marsh, 2014; Wang et al., 2010; Yelland,
2010). These studies had an intentional purpose for exploring the digital tools to support
children’s learning but, quite possibly (and inadvertently), reinforced consumerist practices and
beliefs.
Recent research also suggested how tools like iPads could be used in a variety of early
literacy experiences in preschool, including researching, imaginative storytelling, and playful
experimentation (Rose, Fitzpatrick, Mersereau, & Whitty, 2017). Similarly, Heydon’s (2013,
2017) work explores affordances of technology bringing early learners and elders together in her
intergenerational work.
Theme Four: The Influence of Policy Statements
The NAEYC/Fred Rogers Center Position Statement (2012), along with other
researchers, suggest that there are possibilities for using technology in play to learn (Berson &
Berson, 2010; Cope & Kalantzis, 2000; Deitz & Kashin, 2012; Lankshear & Knobel, 2003;
Marsh et al., 2005; Mitchell & Dunbar, 2006; Plowman et al., 2016; VanScooter & Boss, 2002;
Wang et al., 2010). Traditional pedagogical considerations have included physical considerations
or ergonomics as important to ensuring children’s success and safety with computers and
technology (Nelson, Duverge, Gary, & Price, 2003). However, newer pedagogical considerations
for caregivers (early childhood professionals and parents/guardians) contain suggestions that can

22
enhance learning experiences and promote development for young children. They allow for the
role of digital technology in play as a developmentally appropriate practice (Hirschy, 2017;
NAEYC, 2009) that should be embedded in an understanding of young children’s early literacy
development (Kamil, Mosenthal, Pearson, & Barr, 2000; Marsh, 2005, 2015). These experiences
also need to be intentionally entrenched in play so that children can implement strategies that
guide investigations of their world through physical experiences, social interactions, creations,
and reflections (CMEC, 2012; Deitz & Kashin, 2012; Dewey, 1938; Kostelnick et al., 2011;
NAEYC, 2012; Stacey, 2008). Digital play must then encourage the use of technology as a tool
that is interactive and one that encourages children to be curious, to problem solve, and to
communicate (NAEYC, 2012; Van Scooter & Boss, 2002).
The NAEYC (2012) also suggested that adults have a responsibility to model good digital
citizenship by: “communication and learning in safe, healthy, acceptable, responsible, and
socially positive ways” (p. 10). These recommendations also encompassed the importance of
cyber safety and responsible social networking/anti-bullying behaviour (Beach, 2010;
Butterfield, 2010). Plowman et al. (2015) responded to some of these research findings in their
recent work and, subsequently, published a guide for parents (Exploring Play and Creativity in
Pre-Schoolers’ Use of Apps) to further support good decision making as they engage with their
child in the digital age. However, what are missing in Canada are concrete, practical examples
that are accessible for parents on how to engage in digital play with their children.
Engaging in Research with Young Children
An important thread in this research is the diligence and ethical contexts within which
research should be conducted with young children. The current literature on the ethics of doing
research with young children calls for researchers to understand and consider the role of the child
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in the research when they are designing their studies (Abbott & Langston, 2005 ; Fargas-Malet
et al., 2013; Farrell, 2005; Jipson & Jipson, 2005 ; Sargeant & Harcourt, 2012; Skånfors, 2009;
Talyer, Farrell, Tennet, & Patterson, 2005; Walsh, 2005).
If research is to be rooted in a truly ethical approach with young children, then the child
as co-investigator must be authentically and collaboratively engaged with the data analysis
(Sargeant & Harcourt, 2012). One of the key features of researching with children often involves
an attempt to gain insight into what their experiences are like and what their thoughts and ideas
are (Farrell, 2005; Sargeant & Harcourt, 2012). Farrell also suggests that research with young
children should only be conducted where: (a) the research is important to their health and wellbeing; (b) their participation is indispensable to the research; (c) the research method is childappropriate; and (d) the research conditions provide for their physical, emotional, and/or
psychological safety (2005, p. 168). In addition, listening to children and distinguishing issues of
power in practice during the process is crucial and “related to the process of making decisions
with children, not just for them” (Roberts, 2000; Clark et al, 2003; as cited in Farrell, 2005, p.
170).
Over the past decade, there has been a general trend toward research with children as coresearchers instead of on them as subjects (Allen, 2005; Corsaro, 2005; Darbyshire et al., 2005;
Fargas-Malet et al., 2013; Farrell, 2005b; Kellitt, 2010; Mayall, 2000; O’Kane, 2000; Sargeant &
Harcourt, 2012), a philosophy which was adopted in this study. The Mosaic Approach, coined by
Clark and Moss (2005), also encouraged research with children that focused on meaning-making
in respectful early childhood pedagogy. Therefore, there was potential for re-imagining how
research is conducted with children, and this question is further explored in my methodological
approach to the research and subsequent methods of data analysis.

24
Bio-ecological Theory of Human Development
Bronfenbrenner’s (2005) theoretical perspective has also been helpful in framing my
study's structure—how the data was analyzed and situated within the life of my son who was a
preschool boy, aged two to five throughout the course of this study. Examining my son’s digital
play experiences through the lens of Bronfenbrenner’s Bio-ecological Theory of Human
Development (2005) was important, not only in the systems in which he existed but also through
proximal process over context and time. Bronfenbrenner defined proximal process in his
writings:
[H]uman development takes place through processes of progressively more complex
reciprocal interaction between an active, evolving bio-psychological human organism and
the persons, objects, and symbols in its immediate external environment. To be effective,
the interaction must occur on a fairly regular basis over extended periods of time. Such
enduring forms of interaction in the immediate environment are referred to as proximal
processes. (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998, p. 996; italics in the original)
Bronfenbrenner’s (2005) theory asserted that children (humans) developed within
ecological systems. The first system is the microsystem (the immediate environment surrounding
a child, e.g., home, preschool). The second is the mesosystem, which is about interactions and
what links microsystems (like home or preschool) together. The third is the exosystem—
environments in which a child might not be actively involved but which would have significant
influence on them (e.g., ideologies, community, public policy). The fourth is the macrosystem
that includes broader cultural or sub-cultural settings in which both microsystems and
exosystems are embedded (e.g., how technology influences communication; society’s
understanding of children). The chronosystem is the evolution of the systems and reflects
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cumulative experiences and notable transitions over three types of time: micro, meso, and macro
(which mirror the systems). Bronfrenbrenner’s theory is drawn upon as a framework for
investigating the way in which my son (“E”), and our family experienced digital play together,
therefore focusing on the mesotime, and how the proximal processes took place across three
years.

Figure 1. Bronfenbrenner’s Theory of Bio-ecological Development.
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Gaps in the Literature
The NAEYC (2012) advised that special consideration be given to the use of technology
with infants and toddlers and recommends “prohibiting passive use of non-interactive
technologies with children younger than two years of age” (p. 11). Similarly, the AAP asserted
that their immature symbolic, memory, and attention skills lead to difficulty with threedimensional spaces like those involved with screen time (2016). While it suggested that any use
of interactive technology supports and strengthens relationships between child and adult (like
joint attention of a digital camera or videotaping the child), there is no research on this type of
digital play experience with young children (in either the 0–2 or the 3–5 age bracket) in Atlantic
Canada. In addition, none of the studies considered in this review seemed to be clearly rooted in
an ethical stance of doing research with children as co-researchers instead of on them (Corsaro,
2005; Darbyshire, MacDougall, & Schiller, 2005; Fargas-Malet, McSherry, Larkin, & Robinson,
2013; Farrell, 2005; Kellitt, 2010; Mayall, 2000; O’Kane, 2000; Sargeant & Harcourt, 2012).
Research must examine what kinds of technologies young children are using, in what
contexts, and whether they are being used in developmentally appropriate ways (interactive
versus passive) (Hirschy, 2017) through play to become “multiliterate” (Yelland, 2010, p. 16).
There are also implications for how adults (early childhood professionals and/or parents) support
this learning (Bers & Kazakoff, 2013). In addition, researchers have attempted to make sense of
children’s emerging practices with technology in multiple contexts (Wang et al., 2010), but we
are left unsure, exactly, how children are using new technologies in their play experiences in the
early years within these proximal processes or immediate environments (Bronfenbrenner, 2005).
As well, we currently lack sufficient understanding of how these interactions influence becoming
multiliterate. Therefore, the dynamic and hybrid nature of these digital technologies and this
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review provides evidence that there is a need for further research into how a child experiences
meaning making using digital technology in his/her play within and across multiple contexts
over time, and how home and extended family, early learning environments, and community
influence each other (Bronfenbrenner, 2005; Wang et al., 2010).
Theoretical Grounding of the Research
This research was conducted with my son, inspired by an epistemological stance of social
constructionism (Dewey, 1938; Piaget, 1929; Vygotsky, 1978). I used theoretical underpinnings
of my child as capable and competent (Clark & Moss, 2005; Corsaro, 2005; Danby & Farrell,
2005; Dewey, 1938; James, 2007; Mallaguzzi, 1994; Montessori, 1912) and we brought our own
funds of knowledge to each experience (Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992, 1996). I drew
upon socio-cultural theories of learning that suggest that children learn best in collaboration with
others and that the co-construction of knowledge and understanding can occur while being
playful together as a family (Clark & Moss, 2005; Gee & Lankshear, 1997; Heath, 1983;
Lankshear & Knobel, 2006; Pahl & Rowsell, 2010; Street, 1999; Vygotsky, 1978) and that the
relationships and environments in which this happen are crucial to learning experiences
(Montessori, 1912). The research is inspired by the Te Whariki Worldview that emphasizes the
critical role of “socially and culturally mediated learning; reciprocal and responsive relationships
for children with people, places, and things; collaboration with adults and peers; guided
participation and observation of others; and through individual exploration and reflection” (New
Zealand Ministry of Education, 1996, p. 9).
The study also built on these socio-cultural theories of learning and development
(Bronfenbrenner, 2005; Rogoff, 2003) by taking a reflexive and emergent approach to learning
that is cyclical (Piaget, 1953; Stacey, 2008, Wien, 2006). Expanding on the literacy as social
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practice perspective (Barton & Hamilton, 2000; Gee, 1996, 2001; Lankshear & Knobel, 2006;
Street, 1984, 1999), this study situated language within the family and other networks (Barton,
Hamilton, & Ivanic, 2000; Heath, 1983; Scollon & Scollon, 1981; Shapiro, Anderson, &
Anderson, 2002). Play itself was also culturally situated, with mother and father being involved
in play interactions in multiple ways across culture and time (Göncü & Gaskins, 2011;
Roopnarine & Davidson, 2015). How this socio-cultural approach was evident in digital play
within my son’s nested bio-ecological system (his world) was central in understanding how he
developed important playful early literacy behaviours (Bronfenbrenner, 2005; Pahl & Rowsell,
2011).
The research emerged from an understanding of: (a) literacies as social practices in
everyday life (Barton & Hamilton, 2000; Gee & Lankshear, 1997; Heath, 1983; Street, 1999);
(b) a view that active, playful learning is essential in early childhood (Bodrova & Leong, 2003;
Dewey, 1938; Elkind, 2007; Leong & Bodrova, 2012; Vygotsky, 1978); and (c) current research
on family and technological influences on children's learning (Bigum, Knobel, Lankshear, &
Rowan, 2003; Doiron, 2011; Marsh et al., 2015; Plowman, 2016; Purcell-Gates, 2007). These
literacy behaviours often unfold as literacy events (observable activities) (Barton & Hamilton,
2000; Heath, 1983; Street, 1995; Kennedy, Ridgway, & Surman, 2006). This research was about
examining these playful literacy events and how they influenced language, relationships, and
development of my son and our family. Likewise of interest is the extent to which my son
influences, and is influenced by, his nested networks over time to develop and learn.
These playful early literacy behaviours may use or embody various early multiliteracies
(Cope & Kalantzis, 2012; Pahl & Rowsell, 2011; Yelland, 2010), consisting of the variety of
texts (print, visual, audio, multimedia) children create, encounter, and utilize in their daily lives,
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and the interrelationships between these multiple modes and systems (Kennedy et al., 2006).
These multiliteracies may also be multimodal (Kress, 2003) as children construct and represent
their thinking and communication with family, peers, and others.
In summary, in this chapter, I have reviewed pertinent literature, and the theories that
ground the research. In the next chapter, I outline the methods and methodologies that were used
in the study.

30
Chapter Three: Methods
The research questions that guided this study stemmed from analyzing my son’s play
within nested bio-ecological systems, social practices, and cultural context. Therefore, I used a
qualitative ethnographic case study approach, relying heavily on what Purcell-Gates (2004) calls
a “phenomenological approach” to ethnography (p. 96), that was rooted in epistemological
perspectives of socio-cultural learning (Barton & Hamilton, 2000; Lave & Wenger, 1991;
Vygotsky, 1978; Wohlwend, 2015) and systematic ethical methodologies (Farrell, 2005;
Sargeant & Harcourt, 2012). The objective was to collect longitudinal data in order to understand
the world from a child’s perspective, with the researcher (me) participating in and/or observing
the phenomena of interest (Patton, 2002; Purcell-Gates, 2004) in a respectful and ethical way.
This qualitative approach was firmly entrenched in a framework that honours early
childhood pedagogy and ethical approaches to research with children. The study was informed
by the Mosaic Approach, originally developed and designed to investigate the daily experiences
of young children in early years’ settings (Clark & Moss, 2005). Mosaic is also a fitting
description of the methodology, as it is informed by a medley of borrowed approaches in
ethnography. Purcell-Gates (2004) said that ethnography “contributes to the quilt of research
methodologies in that it allows literacy researchers to explore and come to understand
phenomena about which little is known” (p. 94). In this case, the goal was to understand how
digital play unfolded in my son’s nested networks (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).
Research Design
Reminiscent of Baghban (1984, 2014), who completed research over a three-year period
with her child, I chose a case study approach because it is customarily used to learn about
individuals and real-life situations. Ethnographic case-study research is also used when the focus

31
of the study is to answer “how” and is philosophically underpinned by a constructivist paradigm
(Baxter & Jack, 2008; Pollard, 1987; Stake, 1995; Yin, 2014). This methodological approach
supported research question #1 (How did he use a variety of digital tools in play?) and enabled
the researcher and participants to tell their stories (Crabtree & Miller, 1999). It also supported an
emergent approach, where “data collection and the ultimate interpretation are guided by
emergent design, in which the researcher builds an understanding of the phenomenon as it exists
in its natural environment” (Belk et al., 1989; Denzin, 1988, as cited in Hill, 1991, p. 300). Yin
(2003, as cited by Baxter & Jack, 2008) asserts that this research design should be considered
when:
(a) the focus of the study is to answer “how” and “why” questions; (b) you cannot
manipulate the behaviour of those involved in the study; (c) you want to cover contextual
conditions because you believe they are relevant to the phenomenon under study; or
(d) the boundaries are not clear between the phenomenon and context. (p. 545)
Stake’s emphasis on the qualitative approach is taken up in this study, along with the notion that
there is a need to redefine case study based on the case (1995). In addition, this study most
particularly aligns with the work of Andrew Pollard from the 1980s and 1990s, who used case
study as a longitudinal strategy to inquire into the nature of learning over three years with a
complex set of perspectives (parent, child, and reflective teacher) and through a multitude of
tools.
Binding the Case: Culture in the Home
Single case studies provide rich, descriptive insight into the learning and development of
children (Clark & Moss, 2005; Flyvberg, 2001; Purcell-Gates, 2004; Rinaldi, 1998; Wein, 1998).
Therefore the type of case study I embarked on was single, descriptive, and an exploratory case
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study in nature, describing the real-life context in which multimodal learning was occurring with
and without digital play within my son’s preschool experiences across nested networks over a
period of three years. In this instance, the case (or unit of analysis) was the process by which my
son and our immediate and extended family experienced the use of a range of digital tools and
platforms through playful behaviours in social settings (Loftland, 1971). Patton (2012, p. 447)
suggested that case studies may be “layered or nested,” and I built this case from documentation
and learning stories that emerged across his nested networks (Bronfenbrenner, 2005).
Description of Participants, Ecological Systems, and Space
The conceptual framework that anchored this study was comprised of the nested system
surrounding my child. The people included in the case consisted of his family (mother, father,
aunts, uncles, cousin, and both paternal and fraternal grandparents) and his early learning
community, including teachers, peers, and the early learning centre (ELC) he attended. While
additional people from the community and/or society were not directly included in the case
study, their influence was examined through their presence in the range of nested ecological
systems.
A little boy named E. At the heart of the bio-ecological system (Bronfenbrenner, 1979)
in this case study was my son. The study commenced when he was two years old and concluded
when he was five—a total of three years. He is an only child from a Caucasian, Atlantic
Canadian (Prince Edward Island), dual heterosexual parent family with Irish, Scottish,
Francophone, and Métis family heritage. His family identifies as Catholic, with a high social
economic status. As an infant, he met all developmental milestones, and he scored 10/10 on the
Apgar test at birth. He had all vaccinations, all teeth, and good eating habits. He was assessed for
Speech and Language development at age 12 months and saw a speech language pathologist for
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four years. He can be described as determined and tenacious, with high social acumen, and is a
very social child—outgoing, loving, and affectionate. During this period of time, he played
independently with loose materials, books, and blocks and demonstrated a love for logic and
mathematical processes. He loved to build things, and tools were his favourite “toy.” He loved
music and danced and clapped to his favourite genre of country music. He enjoyed dressing up
and had a tickle trunk filled with favourite hats, props, and costumes of all sizes. He and his
friends frequently played with the costumes and engaged in dramatic play (usually involving
superheroes or ninjas).
Family context. The child’s most immediate environment (microsystem) at home
provided him with love and affection, as well as opportunities to explore and have his own
autonomy and control over some of his learning. The immediate environment affected his
physical health, his emotional health, and his disposition. He has two parents (my husband and
me) who believe in a safe, reliable, routine environment where child(ren) are loved, respected,
and listened to. When he cried as a baby, he was picked up. He was exposed to books, music,
materials, and lots of outdoor play. He ate homemade, healthy, nutritious food and had limited
access to refined sugars in the first three years of his life.
At the time of the study, my husband was employed by a telecommunications company
and had just completed his third post-secondary degree (a Masters of Business Administration). I
was employed by the provincial government full time, and I was also completing my fourth postsecondary degree (PhD). We lived in a detached, four-bedroom home in Stratford, PEI. Our son
could roam the house (safely) and play outdoors in our backyard. He had constant interaction
with family through playtime, mealtime, bath time, and suppertime. During the study, the only
other people who looked after him other than early childhood educators (ECEs) were family
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members (e.g., grandparents, aunts, and uncles). His two grandfathers worked during the time of
the study, his maternal grandfather (“Wee”), a retired RCMP officer and then Provincial Cabinet
Minister and his paternal grandfather (“Bubba”), a federal court judge. His two grandmothers
were retired and hence spent large amounts of time with him. His extended family were very
involved in his life; he was the focus of many activities, and his accomplishments were noted
and recorded, both through documentation practices at daycare and through the creation of
family stories/books at home. He had consistent, frequent relationships with both parents and
extended family, and playtime was extended into this as well, with one cousin, uncles, aunts,
grandparents, and friends in his neighbourhood. His oral language development was celebrated.
He attended an early learning centre (ELC), where several early childhood educators
(ECEs) were responsible for his care and early learning during the day while (we) his parents
worked. He frequently visited local parks and libraries to play. I sat on the Parent Advisory
Committee at the ELC and had open and consistent daily communication with his educators and
the director.
Our approach to play at home and the use of technology was pervasive and integrated,
both in the physical home and in the way we lived. There was an office in our home, for my
research and teaching work, but the use of technology occurred in all rooms of the house. We
owned multiple digital tools, and many were wireless and, therefore, portable. Many devices we
used were password protected and, therefore, when my son used them, it was under his parents'
(our) supervision, with us mediating and monitoring his use. Play was a natural way that we
interacted as a family, from playing peek-a-boo, singing and dancing together, and (sometimes
unmerciful) teasing, which started in early years of the first year of life and continued in an
increasingly sophisticated way in our family culture (Sutton-Smith, 2008). E frequently tattled on
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his paternal grandmother, “Nannie was teasing me again...she told me X but it wasn’t true!”
(April, 2013).
Microsystem one: The family and the home. The microsystem is the first layer of
Bronfenbrenner’s model and was described as the immediate setting surrounding a person and
the most proximal level of context to the individual (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Bronfenbrenner
asserted that the family/home environment is the child’s most influential component in this age
group (0 to 8 years) and that the family environment included such qualities as family values,
history, culture, beliefs, parenting styles, socioeconomic status, and parental education level.
Our home is the same home we lived in during the context of the study. It is located in a
suburban community in Prince Edward Island. It is a new home, designed by my husband and
myself and built in 2008. It is a rancher-style home with three bedrooms on the main floor, a
bonus room (used as a play room and office) above the garage, and an unfinished basement. The
basement is used as a multipurpose area for storage and a workout area with a treadmill and
weight station. The largest area is open for gross motor play for E to ride his tricycle, roller
skate, play hockey, jump on his mini trampoline, or just run around during the winter months.
The large deck at the back of the house is accessible from both our master bedroom and
kitchen. We have two patio umbrellas that provide shade during the summer months, and a large
apple tree in the centre of the fenced backyard also provides shade. The deck has a gate and
provides a large accessible area off the kitchen for E to play outside when he was too young to
negotiate the stairs to the grass unsupervised. It included toys like a water/sand table, flower
boxes, balls, and, sometimes, small, ride-on toys. In the winter, when it is really cold, it provided
a small, safe area for him to play in the snow (both independently and with us).
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Our home is approximately 800 meters (an 11 minute walk) from a south-side beach,
where we frequently play during the summer months. There are parks nearby in which to play,
and there are many children in the area. There are two local elementary schools (grades K-3 and
4-6), each with approximately 550 students. Our community is one of the fastest growing
communities in Atlantic Canada (Statistics Canada, 2016).
E’s bedroom is in the centre of the house and nearest the kitchen. He has his own double
bed and a double closet filled with shelves of clothes. He has a room-darkening curtain that is
pulled each evening. There are lamps that offer soft lighting for bedtime reading. On one wall are
framed family photos (one of him as an infant, one of my husband and I, and one of the three of
us as a family). On the other wall, there is a wrapped canvas print of a little boy (who resembles
E) with a little blue bucket and a red shovel on a beach. When E was a toddler and had trouble
falling asleep, I would make up stories about this little boy’s adventures and whisper them to E.
There are also framed pieces of art work that he had created, either at home or at the ELC,
displayed on his dresser and hung on the walls. He has two baskets for organizing his many
stuffed animals and a corner shelving unit that houses about half of his library of story books,
along with other keepsakes (e.g., his baby book, photo albums, and baptismal certificate). The
other half of his library exists on the bottom two shelves of our bookshelves in our bedroom
since we read many of our bedtime stories in our bed together. I rotate his books each season
(i.e., Christmas books are on the shelf around Christmas time). He receives new books to add to
the library regularly, via monthly Scholastic books orders from the ELC and Amazon orders. At
Christmastime each year, I wrap 24 books and he opened one a day during the month of
December (sometimes they are the same books from the year before, with some new ones added
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to the collection). E’s bedroom is not a play space but is a place for relaxing, reading, and
sleeping.
In the space of our home, there are baskets in each room that hold his toys. Most of them
are contained in the playroom; however, there are baskets in the living room and kitchen area as
well because he likes to play close to us. He eats meals at the table with us, but he also has a
child’s table with four chairs where he and his friends or cousin sit to eat when we have large
gatherings. He uses this table to do art as well. He has an art area (a side-board with shelves and
baskets) that contains art supplies (crayons, markers, paint, glue, scissors, clay, and loose
materials to create with, a wooden figure to help with drawing bodies, mini craft sticks, plastic
tongs and little fluffy balls, a bead kit, pipe cleaners, a couple of “wipe clean” tracing books,
washable dry-erase markers, buttons, fleece, jiggly eyes, glue sticks, and play dough). These
were available at any time.
Microsystem two: The early learning centre and community. The early learning
centre (ELC) that E attended was located in a city centre and part of a post-secondary campus. It
was the lab school for the Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) program and, therefore,
first- and second-year post-secondary students participated in the Centre through course-based
lab experiences, observations, and practicum options during the time E attended. It was situated
in an urban area with access to parks, libraries, and the Confederation Centre of the Arts.
Outdoor play was valued, and the children went outside every day unless the elements
made it unsafe to do so. They went out in all types of weather including rain and snow days and
up to –25 degrees with the wind-chill. The backyard was fenced in and had five distinct play
areas with many loose parts: the patio area that has a wooden deck built around a large maple
tree that provides shade where children took water breaks in the summer and had naps outside on
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their cots; a large sandpit that allowed up to 10–15 children to play in the sand at once; places to
swing, including a tree/tire swing and an additional swing set; an outdoor mud kitchen; and tall
houses for climbing and playing in. Surrounding the deck was a bike path that children use to
ride their bikes in many seasons. The building's brick walls acted as a chalkboard, where children
could write, and also provided privacy for the play space. There was an area in one corner of the
yard that is lower in grade than the rest of the land; this was often used after a hard rain as a
mud-pit where children could play in the mud. In the winter months, it acted as a mini hill to
slide down.
The ELC housed approximately 50 students of various ages from 11 months to age six.
There were two main programs divided by space: (a) the infant program of six children (<24
months); and (b) the preschool program: a mixed age program with children aged two and up. In
the preschool program, children were divided into groups of approximately eight children of
mixed ages with one lead early childhood educator.
The mesosystem: Interactions between home and the early learning centre. There
were several opportunities for family/educator communication and involvement during the time
E attended the ELC. The ELC hosted family fun nights, parent information nights, parent
programs (like Handle with Care), parent committees (like the Parent Advisory Committee), and
other volunteer events. I participated in the Handle with Care program (SickKids Centre for
Community Mental Health, 2018) when E was two years old, which was a group program to help
parents promote mental health of young children ages birth to six years. It was based on the four
building blocks of building trust and attachment, promoting and enhancing self-esteem,
expressing emotions, and relationships with others. I also sat on and chaired the Parent Advisory
Committee (PAC) whose purpose was to “create, inspire, and lead mutually supportive
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relationships between families, educators, and community that enhance quality early childhood
experiences and community connectedness” (Internal Parent Policies Manual, 2015, p. 10).
Many of the PAC initiatives also involved fundraising for the re-design of the ELC’s backyard
play space. During my time with the PAC, we created a family/ELC cookbook from attending
family’s recipes and favourite meals from the in-house ELC cook, and held online silent
auctions. We also advocated for improved outdoor play space for the children which resulted in a
significant renovation to the outdoor play space environment. Consequently, during the threeyear period of the study, there were a total of 627 emails between myself and the director of E’s
EYC. Communications included regular, personal communication about E’s development and
experiences at the ELC, as well as PAC correspondence and fundraising initiatives.
Ethics
This research met all four criteria listed by Farrell (2005) and was approved by the UPEI
Research Ethics Board in March, 2013. Renewals were granted for the study each year until
2016 in order continue the study for the entire three year period (see Appendix A).
Consent, Assent and Beneficence
Consent and assent were provided by our family and E as as a participatory, ongoing
process. One of the benefits that my son will reap from this research is that he co-created and
owns detailed accounts of his play and digital explorations that go beyond a traditional family
album, from a very young age for a period of three years, and he could potentially act as coauthor or illustrator of any publications that resulted from this research.
Co-researching with E
While he was quite young (age two) when data collection began, at the age of six-and-ahalf, E was capable of helping to reflect and analyse his experiences. Researchers have fused a
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variety of approaches to co-analyzing data with children. These particular approaches are
discussed in the literature: scribing in pencil or digitally recording when children are
communicating their thoughts and then verifying the ideas afterward with the child; summarizing
the experience for the child and asking his/her thoughts about it; or helping children describe
what the research is all about in real life and why it might be useful (Sargeant & Harcourt, 2012).
I chose to weave the first and third process in my co-analysis phase with E, and the learning
stories acted as a way to achieve this in the summary. Member-checking is an ongoing, ethical
process in research with young children, and these guidelines informed how I engaged my son in
the analysis phase of the research.
Listening
Listening to children is at the crux of recognizing and valuing their worth as human
beings (Farrell, 2005). Therefore, the process of this research was iterative, comprised of talking
and listening, and communicating with my son and my husband as a continual, recurrent process
throughout the analysis phase of the research. They both had multiple opportunities to review
and communicate contributions to the findings. It is important that as much as possible, the
participants are aware of what is going on and have a voice in the process, including member
checking and hearing about the findings and results. I communicated results in developmentally
appropriate ways (in plain language, art, sometimes hands-on) in order for E to glean the best
understanding possible.
The Researcher’s Role
I have worked in the field of education for 14 years, and for the majority of that time
have sought to “practice what I preach” (Roach O’Keefe, 2013, p.1) in efforts to make
connections between the theory and practice/practical application. I had experience conducting
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research with young children across Prince Edward Island between the years of 2006 and 2012 in
the early years. I was on maternity leave from my position as an Early Literacy Specialist for the
Department of Education and Early Childhood Development and sessional instructor at UPEI in
Prince Edward Island when I applied to pursue my PhD in educational studies. In the five years
prior, I had completed my teaching degree, along with my Masters in Applied Health and had
always had a passion in early literacy and development. It was an exciting time for me as I
worked as a specialist, mentor, and coach with early childhood educators and directors across
PEI. When I had my first and only child, I looked forward to achieving a deeper understanding
of how early learning, play, and digital influences played out in our lives along with pursuing a
deeper understanding about early learning in an academic way.
At the same time, the National Association for the Education of Young Children and the
Fred Rogers Centre for Early Learning and Children’s Media (2012) released a position
statement about the use of technology and interactive media for children birth through age eight.
While I was interested in learning more about what it was advising practitioners in the early
childhood field, I was also interested in it from a parent’s perspective. I wanted to learn more
about this important topic as both an early literacy specialist and as a mother of a young child.
As Van Manen (2016) said, “I am not just a researcher who observes life; I am also a
parent and a teacher who stands pedagogically in life” (p. 90). I was and am a mother, an
educator, and a researcher. My ontological perspective afforded me the experience of intimate
daily play, routines, behaviours, language, and use of various ways of play and creativity as
important for development with my child. I first and foremost experienced life as a mother, but
like a pediatrician who is a mother with expertise in her field related to her child, I was a teacher
who was also a mother, and had professional development, experience, and specific knowledge

42
and deep rooted pedagogy about what I thought I knew about child development and learning. In
addition, there were multiple ways in which parents had expertise in my young child that differed
from academic expertise (Hackett, 2016). For example, when my son was learning how to talk, I
knew how to identify words better than anyone else. This position provided a rationale for the
focus on my family for this research.
Goodman (1978) asserted that “studying our own children gave us many opportunities to
check out our ideas” and noted that “some of the most important insights about children’s
development… have come from parent-researchers” (p. xiii). This position provided a rationale
for the focus on my family for this research. “Research seeking to understand the lives of very
young children requires different methods of inquiry” (Hackett, 2016, p. 3) and there have been
numerous researchers who studied their children’s development and produced important learning
theories (e.g., Baghban, 2014; Bissex, 1980; Halliday, 1975; Health, 1983; Kabuto, 2008; Kress,
1997; Poveda, 2009).
When I began my doctoral research, I was feeling the pressures of returning to work as a
new working mom who had spent the last decade investing herself in the development of her
career, and whose focus and new priority was now her son. I thought and felt deeply the pull and
stress that Bronfenbrenner (2005) described in his writing about the changing family. I worried
about the evidence he presented about the “conflict between work and family roles reducing the
quantity and quality of parent-child interaction” which was also associated with lower
achievement in the ELC later, particularly among boys (p. 205). While I was determined to use
my professional knowledge to ensure I supported E’s development, I also wondered how we, as
two privileged, educated parents would negotiate the roles and experience play together as our
son grew, developed, and learned.
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This position situated my decision-making, reflections, and analysis. Denzin and Lincoln
(2000) stated, “in this new era, the qualitative researcher does more than observe (history); he or
she plays a role in it” (p. 14), therefore I played a role in this study that was emic (as an insider),
a full participant as both parent and a researcher. This study was exploratory in nature,
presenting a detailed case study of E and our family, explaining how he used a variety of digital
tools in his home context as he played.
Position of Power
Regardless of the efforts I took to attempt balance, it was “an unescapable fact that a
power imbalance will endure” throughout this process by very virtue of my position as an adult
with authority, and thus I held a very privileged position as a researcher (Sargeant & Harcourt,
2012, p. 31). The strategies I used to mitigate this are woven throughout the theoretical and
methodological frameworks I outline in this work. They included the Tri-Council Policy
Standards 2: Core articles, the sociology of childhood (Mayall, 2013), the pedagogy of listening
(outlined below), and multiple points of informed consent and assent with family along the
process. I wanted to document meaningful experiences, not orchestrate experiences for the sake
of the research. Careful planning, communication, and acknowledgment of my position and
respectful relationships were essential to negotiating power together.
A Longitudinal Mosaic Case Study Approach
Clark and Moss suggested that researchers work as co-investigators alongside children,
using task-based methodological tools such as child-led photography, mapping exercises, and
role play (Blaisdell, 2012). The Mosaic Approach is about meaning-making, not fact-finding,
and as such is guided by pedagogy of listening (Clark & Moss, 2005; Rinaldi, 1998; Wein, 1998)
and using documentation to make learning visible (Carr & Lee, 2012; Drummond, 2016; Katz &
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Chard, 1996, 2000; Mallaguzzi, 1994; Rinaldi, 1998; Seitz, 2008; Shores & Grace, 2005). Clark
and Moss’ (2005) framework for listening included six key guiding ideas. The research should
be:
(1) multi-method, and recognise voices of children; (2) participatory, treating children
as experts and agents in their own lives; (3) reflexive, and include both children,
practitioners and parents in reflecting on meanings and interpretations; (4) adaptable,
in that the research would be able to be applied to a variety of early childhood
experiences; (5) child-focussed: focussed on children’s lived experiences: looking at
lives rather than knowledge gained or care received; and (6) rooted: embedded into
practice, that is, a framework for listening which has the potential to be both used as
an evaluative tool and to become embedded into early years practice. (p. 13)
Clark and Moss (2005) also suggested that there are two stages to this approach, the first
in which children and adults gathered information (documentation) and then through a
phenomenological lens, reflected on what they thought life was like for the child(ren). The
second was piecing the data together collaboratively so a dialogue, reflection, and interpretation
could be created by listening to the children’s perspectives.
In this study, the stages occurred over a much longer period than had previously been
reported using the Mosaic Approach. The first stage (creating and collecting documentation and
artifacts) occurred during the first three years, while the second, in which analysis occurred, took
place subsequently. The reflections, dialogue and interpretation were completed collaboratively
with my child and myself in the final year of the study. The Mosaic Approach to gathering data
in this ethnographic case study was appropriate as my son and I gathered documentation, and
then engaged in dialogue and interpretations of our perspectives. In this study, I enacted my
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pedagogical beliefs that children are capable and competent, and therefore, researcher and child
were able to co-construct knowledge and meaning.
Data Collection
Case data included all of the information that I had about the case (Patton, 2012). I
engaged with my son to create a detailed, in-depth record that helped illuminate how he learned
through play. I also addressed the knowledge, beliefs, and values socially constructed through
these social experiences (Purcell-Gates, 2004). The data was knitted together from the
experiences of my son (and myself) as an expression of the research experience (Chase, 2011;
Clandinin, 2007; Iannacci, 2007). The raw data included my researcher's log, photos, videos,
reflections, documentation, and learning stories from home and secondary data like
documentation from the Early Years Centre he attended. In-depth description of my data
collection strategy is detailed below.
Data collection took place between April 1, 2013 and April 1, 2016. I organized the data
by year and month in digital folders. I spent three years engaged in systematic participant
observation and documentation. Each observation included multiple sources of information such
as videos, photographs, field notes, and artwork or other artefacts produced. The length of
observations varied according to the nature of the play experience, for example, from five
minutes during a FaceTime interaction to several hours of Lego building and accessing online
instructions.
My original intent was to conduct focused observations once a month over the three year
time frame of the study; my final data set consisted of 130 discrete observations made over 36
months. I utilized 80 of these observations in reporting the findings. These 80 discrete points of
observational data collected over three years resulted in 1977 units of data. Each time I made an
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observation, I wrote a reflection in my research journal or dictated into a digital recorder,
eventually resulting in approximately 160 pages of notes. Each observation ranged from five to
45 minutes, depending on the play episode. Of the 1977 units of observational data noted above,
1248 of these were digital: 1184 photographs and 64 videos. Additionally, 29 pieces of artwork,
12 Shutterfly books, and 627 emails to/from the Early Learning Centre were also categorized. In
the end, there were approximately 2160 hours of observation that were documented.
My written field notes provided detailed accounts of how my child used digital tools in
his play, across multiple play episodes. Participant observation was part of the first stage of
fieldwork, which often includes negotiation with gatekeepers, and physical presence in the field
(Patton, 2002). In many cases observations in homes are time-consuming and costly (Scott,
2000) and call into question the naturalness of a child and family’s interactions. However, in this
study, there were no gatekeepers with whom to negotiate and the setting was natural.
The goal of this approach was to obtain a deep understanding of how my son played in
his life (Kinchloe & McLaren, 2000; Purcell-Gates, 2004; Tedlock, 2000). Another goal was also
to communicate his stories respectfully (Alderson, 2005; Clark & Moss, 2005; Iannacci, 2007).
During the data collection phase, visual methods, documents, and photography/videography
were used to enhance understanding and to add to his experiences and stories (Clark & Moss,
2005; Mason, 2002). Through co-creation of data, it is the intent to reduce “othering” (Johnson et
al., 2004) and to work towards representing an equitable power balance and narrative of both my
son and myself (Ball, 2005; David et al., 2005; MacNaughton & Smith, 2005; Morrow, 2005).
I used six considerations for becoming a good observer to guide this research (Patton,
2002). I learned to “pay attention; practiced descriptive writing; acquired discipline in writing
field notes; learned how to separate detail from trivia; used rigorous methods to validate and
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triangulate observations; and reported strengths” (p. 260–261). To ensure that the data and the
data collection methods were trustworthy, members of the doctoral dissertation committee
independently reviewed several samples of documentation in relation to the case to validate the
preliminary analysis. We then discussed the documentation and analysis in order to maintain
high quality field data.
Photo-documentation helped make learning experiences visible and extended learning
opportunities and implications for new knowledge (Stacey, 2009). E and I both conducted photo
documentation, an approach which supported distributing power, and giving voice, while
providing a unique glimpse into his early experiences (Alderson, 2005; Clark & Moss, 2005).
The sociology of childhood perspective (James, 2007) maintains that my son was
capable, and competent (Dewey, 1938; Fargas-Malet et al., 2013; Vygotsky, 1978). In this study,
E was valued as an “active participant” (as opposed to “unknowing”) (Alderson, 2005, p. 30),
who was also involved in the analysis of the research (Clark & Moss, 2001). My son was
considered competent to decide on, share, or refuse experiences at any point in the study (Danby
& Farrell, 2005). For example, he helped decide what photos described the play and he voiced
which artwork he wanted to save. He also collaboratively produced narratives that contributed to
his learning stories in particular; he produced these with his Nannie (Bronfenbrenner, 2005;
Danby & Farrell, 2005).
A balanced role. The role of the observer can swing like a pendulum from complete
observer to complete participant (Creswell, 2011). My primary role with my son was as his
mother and this had to be balanced with the role of researcher who took photographs and videos,
and wrote field notes. It was important to me to be both an attentive mother who was present
with her child, and a disciplined researcher who respectfully engaged in the research with her
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child. Therefore, the process for taking field notes was sometimes brief, or included only a
photograph or video. These data were then used to document a more comprehensive reflection at
a later time. This strategy for observation is often used in early childhood settings as well and
helped me transform my jottings to field notes to learning stories (Van Manen, 1988; 2016).
Observational protocol: Narratives. Interactions and participation in digital play was a
component of both data product and process (Tedlock, 2000). Narratives were constructed
through a combination of protocol writing (lived-experience descriptions) using a
reflective/reflexive stance (Van Manen, 2016) to tell the story of how my son used digital tools
(such as cameras or iPhones) as a unique form of documenting a learning story. These writings
were also artistic and visual (Prosser, 2011) and involved digital tools as well (McNiff, 2008).
Protocol writing has been used where the writing “forces the person into reflective attitude”
(VanManen, 2003, p. 63). Protocol writing influenced the documentation conducted in this
study, and combined this writing with the six conventions for learning stories outlined below.
Documentation and learning stories. Documentation is a form of revealing early
childhood learning (Carr & Lee, 2012; Drummond, 2016; Katz & Chard, 1996, 2000;
Mallaguzzi, 1994; Rinaldi, 1998; Seitz, 2008; Shores & Grace, 2005). Documentation and
learning stories are evolving processes that provide time for a parent or an educator to value
learning and make learning visible, often in the form of a story (Carr & Lee, 2012). Inspired by
Carr and Lee’s seminal work, Drummond (2016, para. 3) described the steps to a learning story
that I followed as I wrote. These included writing in the first person, including a description of
what E did, reflecting on what the experience meant for E, and thinking about how to scaffold
his learning, including his and family opportunity to reflect, and giving the story a title.
Following this process, I organized thousands of individual units of data, creating one main
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synthesis or theme for the sets of participant observations. This resulted in a total of five distinct
records (learning stories) that formed the case study over a period of three years.
As I wrote each learning story, I included an opening reflection and/or experience which
formed the initial observation, and then I wrote a section on “what happened next.” This section
included descriptions of observed additional lived experience of play episodes or reflections that
provided additional insight into the theme of the learning story during the three year period of
study. In a formal learning setting like an early learning centre, educators are sometimes able to
see documentation over time if a child attends regularly for multiple years, and if documentation
is gathered in a portfolio. However, my role as a mother, an educator, and in this case, as
researcher afforded me additional insight and documentation to form the learning stories and
research as narrative over a three year period.
Reflexivity. “Reflexivity is the self-critical sympathetic introspection and the selfconscious analytical scrutiny of the self as researcher” (England, 1994, as cited in Patton, 2015,
p. 70). In addition to careful observation, documentation, and the initial reflection, I felt it was
critical to include deeper, experiential, interpersonal, and systematic reflection in my work
(Patton, 2015). Furthermore, using Bronfenbrenner’s theoretical framework helped me embrace
reflexivity by examining cultural, political, social, linguistic, and economic origins of my own
perspective and my voice in the work. In addition, through the creation of the learning stories, I
used my first-person active voice in the writing, both as a narrator, an auto ethnographer, and an
insider. I had a responsibility to communicate these stories authentically, and also wanted to
ensure my son’s voice was active and present as well. Being self-aware in each step of the
research process was crucial to my inquiry.
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Deciding what to document. Ethnographers often take notes and describe something
that struck them as interesting or noteworthy (Wolfinger, 2002), which aligns very well with the
process of deciding what to document in early childhood. The criteria I used to choose what to
document was informed by Seitz (2008) and Carr & Lee (2012) and included times when I
noticed my son:


demonstrating learning in his individual growth and development or meeting
milestones, such as language development progression (speaking new words, new
vocabulary);



demonstrating unexpected or expected behaviors (at group time at ELC, or in
using a certain toy (iPad), or during family meals);



attending special events (such as field trips, presentations, special activities, and
celebrations like the family BBQ);



interacting intensely with his family; or when he posed questions or had repeated
interests or behaviours.

I also used a cyclical reflective approach similar to action research of planning what I
might document, playing with E, observing and collecting information about what happened, and
then reflecting on what I noticed. Using observation and documentation through learning stories
has been compared in the past as a similar process to action research (Baldaccino, Gabriel,
Doiron, Roach O’Keefe, & McKenna, 2015; Brown & Macatangay, 2002), and provides an
opportunity to reflect and refine the ethnographic approach.
Documentation and texts. Throughout the research, I used various sources to create the
documentations. I engaged with multiple documents, texts (Creswell, 2011; Khune & Quigley,
1997), and representations of digital play (Finley, 2003). These included my child’s artistic
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representations (Patton, 2002), digital data (audio and video recordings), documentation by E’s
educators, literacy texts created by family, E, or myself, or any other document created during
the research period (Pahl & Rowsell, 2011). I engaged in an intentional reflective and reflexive
process, and documented my thoughts, musings, questions, insights, problems, and celebrations.
I also documented much more frequently than I had originally intended as I saw repeated
behaviours, interests, and play episodes happen. I used all of these various sources of data to
develop an emergent understanding in my work (Ellingson, 2011).
I collected photos, videos, Skype/FaceTime interactions, my researcher's log pieces
(protocol writing, narratives and reflections), learning stories, and artefacts that my son and I
deemed important to the study. My son retained ownership of what he said and what he built or
created which in some cases meant I could not take the picture or keep the artwork. He also
participated in reflective analysis during the analysis phase, which is outlined later in this
chapter.
Data Analysis
There were several phases to establishing the case record through analysis. These are
described below and illustrated in Figure 2.
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Figure 2. Analyzing the Case

Phase two:
(a) Sorting into
theme files (22)

Phase one:
Creation of
chronological
primary resource
package
Phase two:
(b) Creation of
learning stories
based on theme,
in chronological
sequence (5)
(by data/ his age)

Phase three:
Sharing the
learning
stories
together

Phase four:
Creation of
analytic
framework

Back to
Phase three:
Sharing the
learning
stories
together

Phase five:
Cross case
analysis
using meta
matrix

Across- Case
Thematic
Analysis

Phase One: The Chronological Primary Resource Package. The first of five phases of
data analysis consisted of pulling together the thousands of individual pieces or units of raw data,
documentation that included pictures, videos, researcher's notes, family reflections, and artwork
from the 36 months of the study. This formed a chronological primary resource package to work
toward creating a case record (Patton, 2012) that spanned three years.
Phase Two: Theme Files and Learning Stories. Phase two included the steps I took to
classify and edit the information into a manageable and accessible file for analysis and review
purposes. First, I manually sorted the raw data (504 folders with 1977 units of data) into 22
emergent theme files from the data that had been gathered. The themes were as follows: art,
boating, books, building, cooking, culture, dramatic play, family, fighting, guns, helping,
movement and machines, music, outdoor experiences, personal care, sand and snow, tools,
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technology, travel, audio books, music2. Second, I used these theme files to then write five
learning stories to highlight his experiences over time and within each theme. This involved
choosing a file with the most number of files or units of data. I subsequently collapsed several
folders into one for the purpose of a particular learning story. The theming and analysis in these
first two phases moved iteratively from chronological to thematic to chronological and thematic
twice (see Figure 2).
Phase Three: Sharing the Data Together. In case study research, this is typically step
two of a three step process; however, in my analysis I added two additional steps. Once these
learning stories were compiled and created, I shared them with E. Before doing so, I explained to
him: (a) that I had five slideshows or learning stories that I had created as part of my research
with him; (b) that part of my research was to ask him to help me learn more; (c) that these
learning stories were just like the ones that were in his binders from ELC with stories about all
the things he got to learn and experience (only longer and with videos); and (d) that he had an
important role to play in being a researcher with me to figure out what they meant, and if there
was anything missing from the story. I also translated paragraphs (verbally, in the moment) into
more child-friendly language.
I asked four guiding questions during and after we reviewed each learning story together
to record any of his thoughts, reactions, memories, or questions so that we could begin an initial
analysis together. The guiding questions included:


What do you remember about this?



How does it make you feel? (I included a similar Smiley Face Assessment Scale
(Yang, 2004) frequently used in child related research that depicts: happy, sad,
boring, excited, and angry faces he could point to);
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Did I forget anything to tell in this story? and



Do you want to add anything to this story?

This involved multiple readings of the case together due to our differing attention spans.
Denzin and Lincoln (2000) assert that in the context of the qualitative research paradigm,
trustworthiness is an important feature when we are attempting to draw meaning from data in
research with children. In this case, the interaction between my son and me, through analysis and
interpretation allowed a co-constructed meaning to emerge (Sargeant & Harcourt, 2012, p. 88)
and was used in this study to frame the analysis.
Phase Four: Developing the Analytic Strategy. In phase four, once the final case was
readable as five learning stories, a descriptive picture of the story of my son’s preschool play
experiences began to emerge. Patton (2012) asserts that a case study such as this should take the
reader into a case situation or experience, as a holistic entity, in this case, weaving together all
the critical documentations over the span of three years, across nested networks of home, the
ELC, and community. At this point, we were immersed in developing an analytic strategy (Yin,
2014). Therefore, phase four included the creation of an analytic strategy that included the
conceptualization of a meta-matrix for analysis across the five learning stories. This type of cross
case analysis proved to be highly systematic, it allowed for inclusion of diverse qualitative data,
and aligned with the approach to ethnography I adopted (Miles & Huberman, 1994).
Phase Five: Across Case Thematic Analysis. I conducted the final phase of data
analysis by reading and re-reading the entire case (Rice & Ezzy, 1999), incorporating my son’s
analysis (above), and summarizing and coding these reflections to find emergent themes
(Crabtree & Miller, 1999). Then I searched the case record for patterns, underlying themes,
recurring ideas, images, themes, words, and experiences (Patton, 2012). Subsequently, I wrote
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this thematic analysis to illustrate the context and as ‘evidence’ of the findings (Patton, 2002) to
contribute to “sense-making” (p. 453). I wrote the thematic/ content analysis across the case
record in chronological order within each learning story, and also across ecological systems
using Bronfenbrenner’s bio-ecological systems and my research questions as a guide (Figure 3).
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Framework for Cross Case Analysis Using a
Meta Matrix
(Bronfenbrenner, 2005; Miles & Huberman,
1994)

Learning
Story
#1 –
Making
Music

Learning
Story #
2–
Building
Blocks

Learning
Story
#3 –
Creating
Art

Learning
Story #4
–
Practicing
Reading

Learning
Story
#5 –
Playing
Digitally

Prompts and
Reflection Questions

(RQ#1) How does E use a variety of digital tools in his home context in his play activities with his family?

What is the role of play/ what type of
play is happening?
What is the role of technology? How
does he use it?
What language learning is present/
observable?

(RQ#2) How do proximal processes and bio-ecological systems influence his play with/out digital tools? (see each
PPCT below)
Prompts and Reflection Questions (PPCT)

(P) Examine the ways E’s gender, age,
temperament, motivation, and
developmental trajectories influenced his
experiences in the LS
(P) When, where, how, with whom does
he play?
(C)Examine/ evaluate how two microsystems (home and the ELC) influence
his experiences (who is involved and in
what contexts?)
(T) Study would have to be longitudinal
in order to evaluate the influence of
proximal process (his interactions in his
immediate environment) What is the
range of time observed.
(RQ#3) How does E co-analyze each LS?
What do you remember about this?
How does it make you feel?
Did I forget anything to tell in this story?
Do you want to add anything to this story?

Figure 3. Meta Matrix Framework for Cross Case Analysis
Trustworthiness
There are four criteria for developing and establishing trustworthiness in qualitative
studies of social constructivist nature: credibility, confirmability, transferability, and
dependability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). I ensured that I addressed all four of these constructs in
the context of my study. I describe the process I adopted below.
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Credibility
Establishing credibility (confidence in the data and the interpretations) in this study
involved suggestions of Lincoln and Guba (1985) including: (a) prolonged engagement of three
years to observe, engage and collect the data; (b) persistent engagement that was consistent over
the three year period and being a mother who was able to observe and articulate the depth of
these observations; and (c) triangulation to address the bias that comes with single observer
studies (Denzin, 1989).
By employing the theoretical foundations of researching with my son (Clark & Moss,
2005; Farrell, 2005), his interests and contributions were honoured as much as my own as coresearcher. This is a crucial component and strength of maintaining trust through prolonged
engagement, thus “providing scope”; and persistent engagement, “providing depth”, over the
period of three years (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p.304).
There were several ways in which triangulation was used in this research. First, the data
that was collected involved multiple sources and perspectives: observations and field notes in the
researcher's log, photos, videos, reflections, assessments, documentation and learning stories
from home (including other family members’ reflections) and documentation from the Early
Years Centre he attended. Thus, there were data collected from multiple perspectives (parents,
grandparents, educators, health practitioners). Second, there were several opportunities and times
that the methodological framework and research plans were discussed and debriefed by peers
during my graduate program. These included weekly and monthly discussions with fellow
graduate students, oral and written presentations of ideas, methods, data collection, and research
methods through the comprehensive portfolio and also proposal presentations. These
opportunities helped reduce bias through critical reflection, peer debriefing, and feedback loops.
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Third, investigator triangulation was employed to establish intersubjective agreement: my son,
husband, my mother, and three committee members reviewed the learning stories and
development of the analytic framework during the data analysis phase in order to reduce the
possibility of biased interpretation. Member checking occurred through the re-reading of the
learning stories with E, and through the process of playing back data points (videos, audio
recordings and photos). This happened over the course of several days and was revisited several
times thereafter. The case is also informed by “attention to praxis and reflexivity – that is –
understanding how one’s own experiences and background affect what one understands” (Patton,
2015, p. 684).
Dependability and Transferability
Throughout the study, I kept a researcher’s journal to document the decisions I made
during the process so I could ensure that the research was logical, traceable, and well
documented. Observations and documentation were repeated consistently and regularly. In
addition, the accuracy of the raw data could also be verified by date and time stamps of when it
was documented; and thus corroborated by my researcher’s journal. I retained all data products:
raw data, jottings, field notes, theoretical notes, initial themes, and methodological process notes
(procedures, strategies, examples of early learning stories). This way, if someone were to attempt
replication of the study in a different setting, both the documentation and methodological notes
would serve as a systematic audit trail (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). This documentation could
potentially provide an opportunity to establish methodological processes in similar settings.
Confirmability
The discussions with peer graduate students, meetings with my committee, member
checking with my son and family members, and Meta matrix for cross case analysis with clear
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links to my original research questions all served to ensure confirmability (Lincoln & Guba,
1985; Patton, 2015). In addition, during the final phase of the study, I engaged in unique peer
debriefing by connecting with three other doctoral researchers across Canada who had also
conducted research with their own child.
In summary, in this chapter, I have explained the methods and methodologies of the
study, including the description of participants, the ecological systems, my role as parentresearcher, data collection, ethical protocols, and the way I analyzed the data. The next chapter
will present the findings in the form of five learning stories as the results with the cross case
analysis.
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Chapter Four: Findings
The ethnographic case study was conducted over a period of three years in our home with
our family and across nested networks (home and early learning centre). The child at the center
of this case study was my son, E, from age two until he was five years old, for a total of three
years. Data sources included cross-case analysis of the learning stories (photos/videos, field
notes, reflections, and his work). Learning stories were developed from the raw data collected to
demonstrate his experiences in several areas of play involving art, music, books, screens, and
blocks.
There were five learning stories developed as part of the data analysis process (noted in
the previous chapter). A summary of each of the learning stories is presented in subsequent
sections of this chapter to present the findings of several ways that E engaged in play, learning,
and explorations that included digital technology. Each learning story is meant to share both the
themes that emerged from the data analysis along with a chronological account of how the micro
and mesosystems surrounding E influenced his experiences. Each learning story is presented
within this framework (inspired by Carr & Lee, 2012):
1. a quote from E (highlighted in italics);
2. a provocation, or a ‘niggle’ I had which documents something that happened to pique my
interest;
3. a description of pedagogical parenting: what it means and opportunities and possibilities
to scaffold E’s development;
4. dated observations of events;
5. crystalizing reflections about the story: these allowed me to offer an analysis about:
i.

Nested ecological systems;
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ii.

E’s development through play; and

iii.

Digital influences and affordances. Pictures, quotes, and drawings/images were
included throughout the chapter to illustrate ideas and themes that help weave
together a mosaic that we created together.

The final section of the chapter will present a final synthesis that offers the results of
analysis across all of the learning stories to describe the findings of how E developed and learned
through play in the learning stories, how the ecological systems around E influenced his
experiences, and how he acted as a co-researcher in the study.
Learning Story One: Making Music
(E, age: two years, two months)
Provocation
June 18, 2013. It is the family celebration night at our early learning centre (ELC). It is
the kick off to summer, and the ‘send-off’ to the children who are heading away to kindergarten
in the fall. There is a BBQ in the backyard of the centre, and many parents attend. A small group
of children (those who are going to kindergarten in the fall) put on a show for the group – they
sing “We Will Rock You,” and have a band set up with guitars, a microphone, drums, and a
recorder. They even had an amplifier set up (one of the dads is in a band) to make the music nice
and loud. A crowd gathers around the children performing. The children play music to a
recorded version and people stop talking to listen.
E is playing in the sandbox, when he hears the music start. He walks over to the band and
has a front-row view. He stops dead in his tracks, and then starts to bounce and dance.
He smiles, and claps his hands to the very strong, loud beat.
I think that E is beginning to enjoy his new playmates outside of the infant room. He
looks up to them, literally and figuratively. Tentatively he begins to experiment with his
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independence. He still stands close to his father and me, but inches closer to watch the “band.”
Their music seems to engage his interest. He wanders a little closer to the band to listen.
He does not want to go home, and in fact, kicks up quite a protest. When we eventually
get him into the car, he starts to mimic and sing “we will wock you.”
I do not think we can take video or photos (for privacy reasons) at the ELC so I do not
have a personal picture from this event. However, another mom put a video on her Facebook
page, and I have it now for our records.

Figure 4. Video performance We Will Rock You at the ELC Family BBQ.
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Pedagogical Parenting
What it means. I am aware of the importance of artistic expression (visual arts, music,
drama, and dance) (Flanagan, 2011) and its connections to literacy. I reflect on what I know from
Vygotsky and about scaffolding learning, as well as what I know about E.
We have pictures of E in the infant room using a magnet with a ball on top as an
improvised microphone. There are also days when he carries around a little tambourine.

Figure 5. Musical Performance interests
Opportunities and possibilities to support his development. I decide to support his
appreciation of performance and music that the family BBQ had engendered. I know I can
support his interest in music by providing opportunities for him to play with various materials
and listen to different types of music.
At the age of two, his musical instruments include pots, pans, spoons, and some shakers.
I think about what experiential opportunities I can provide for him that might extend this
interest. I decide to get him a play guitar, and observe his interest and actions with it.
I talk to my mom about E and music, and tell her the story about the BBQ. She promises
to look for a “real” guitar for him for Christmas. She frequently picks E up from ELC when I am
working late, and she soon heard for herself how E loves this song, as he recites the chorus “we
will rock you” over and over again in the backseat of the car.
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June 30, 2013: age two years, three months
E loves his new guitar; he plays with the buttons to experiment with the sounds that
accompany each key. There is a ‘mode’ on the guitar where it will play a little tune (there
are three to choose from). E switches it back and forth to this mode, or the manual mode,
where the key provides the noise. He stomps his feet and performs for us.
I ask E, “why do you like your guitar?” He replies, “it makes this noise, listen!”.

Figure 6. E exploring his new guitar
July 1, 2013: Age two years, three months
I think it might be time to show E some more music concerts like the one he saw at the
ELC. Sean and I show E some of our recorded concerts, and he watches in fascination, studying
the moves of the singer/performer, and musicians (e.g., Bon Jovi, Phil Collins).
When it ends, he says, “Play it again Daddy!”
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Figure 7. Playing along with Bon Jovi
I download videos and songs onto the playlist on the iPad and he plays them, and we
watch together. I find an application to download videos so that they do not have to be accessed
online on the iPad, and I can create a playlist. I like this so that E is not on YouTube
independently. I learned my lesson one day when I show him a sing-a-long song on YouTube,
and when it ended, another (completely unrelated, adult) video began to play. I am conscious of
only providing developmentally appropriate content available to him, so this application is a
great way for him to be able to listen to what he wants to, but in a way in which I can protect him
from adult content or commercial advertising.
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August 11, 2013: Age two years, four months
The guitar goes everywhere with E! He uses it independently and plays it for his cousin,
A. I notice this is becoming a real sustained interest of his, so we encourage it and let him take it
with him (even in the car).
He frequently sings/yells the lyrics to “We will rock you”: in the bath, in the car, and
playing with his cars.

Figure 8. Asleep with his guitar in the car
August 24, 2013: Age two years, four months
We celebrate both Sean and his sister, J’s birthdays with their parents on August 24th.
We have dinner, and then we go back to their house for cake. Sean’s father loves the Country
Hoe-Down (a PEI radio show tradition since 1958), and it plays on the radio in the background.
The kids enjoy the music (and cake) and dance in their seats. Sean asks E “do you want
to play your guitar?” at first, E shakes his head, but as the song started to crescendo, he
couldn’t resist and began tapping his knee, and eventually playing the air-guitar.
This is an example of how he is in tune with the music around him, and enjoys the cultural and
local connection to Saturday night traditions in PEI.
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Figure 9. Video of birthday Hoedown celebrations
October 25, 2013: Age two and a half years
I arrive at Sean’s parents to pick E up and found him and A at the front door with all of
B’s (Sean’s mom) Paderno pots lined up with wooden spoons and sticks in their hands.
They play the “drums” for about ten minutes together, laughing and singing!

Figure 10. Playing the drums…with Nannie’s pots and pans
November 29, 2013: Age two years, seven months
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After a few months of playing with other toys, he takes out his guitar again and begins to
perform for us.
I reflect and think, “I must gather some other dramatic play stuff for him.” He also has hats that
he loves to dress up in as he performs.

Figure 11. Video: A nightly performance
December 9, 2013: Age two years, seven months
E continued to play the guitar on a regular basis and singing “We will rock you” and “I
love this town.”
He used the hats that I gave to him to add to his performance–he seemed to have different
hats for different songs he performed, and changed them often. My dad always wears a hat, and
he had given some to E that are similar in style. E liked to match “Wee” (Grampie) and I saw
him imitating him in his hats in several occasions.
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Figure 12. Dressing up with hats
December 25, 2013: Age two years and almost 8 months
At Christmastime, we stay Christmas Eve with my parents, and return home Christmas
morning. E received a new (real) guitar from my parents as a gift this year.
E seems impressed. My dad sat with him and tuned the guitar with/for him, and E plucked
at the strings, sticking his tongue out and with an open mouth (which usually means he is
totally into what he is doing) as he played. We listened to him strum his guitar all
through Christmas!

Figure 13. Christmas morning presents
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He plucked the strings, ran his fingers back and forth and up and down playing with the
sounds it made, and then rested his arm on the guitar, and noticed how the sounds
stopped entirely. He repeated this many times.

Figure 14. Video: Plucking the strings
Also a tradition, we visit Sean’s parents on Christmas Day eve for supper. This year, J
and R give E a drum set (like the one at the ELC). He is excited!
He bangs on the drum (open mouthed, which he does when he is really fascinated) with
the drumsticks until R finishes assembling the cymbals.

Figure 15. Video: Waiting for assembly
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He sits down on the little stool and keeps pretty good rhythm, alternating drums and
clashes from the cymbals while we encourage him! I comment that he was lucky to have
his own little band now.

Figure 16. Video: Video: We Will Rock You on

Figure 17. Video: Playing the guitar in the

the drums

morning

March 27, 2014: The day before E turns three
A Bon Jovi song/concert comes on the TV, and E runs to get his guitar. I ask him if he
wanted to play a concert for daddy and I? Indeed! He nods, “Help me mama” with the strap over
his head. I lift him onto the kitchen island (where he can see the music video) and he begins to
play for us, mimicking the moves of Bon Jovi: playing the guitar, smiling, and even lifting the
guitar up to end the song, all the while, dancing and singing. Sean and I clap (and I snap photos
as best as I could) and laugh. This encourages him, so he continues, moving across his “stage”
like a real rock star. He really has the mannerisms copied now (from guitar players).
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Figure 18. Playing on stage
While it is cute, but I think it’s more than that. I observe how closely he is paying
attention to the movements, the music, and the way that one can put on a performance. I love that
he is enjoying music and his instruments. Sean and I talk about putting him into guitar lessons
but think it might be a little early. It will definitely be something we look into, especially since
he has really shown a sustained interest over the better part of a year. We will continue to
encourage him to dance, sing, and play music for us.
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August 7, 2015: Age four years, four months
Two years later, E continues to play and love his guitar and his drum set. He asks to put
on a concert and we each get an instrument to use.

Figure 19. Continued interest in music

He continues to appreciate music with family and his friends, and we have continued our
own explorations of music and dance in our community attending live shows at the
Confederation Centre on a regular basis. He enjoys seeing the actors sing, dance, and play
instruments. This is another way for him to see how it can be enacted in the community and on
stage.
Crystallizing Key Learnings
Ecological Systems. E is being immersed in a music-filled environment, at the ELC and
at home. E’s educators demonstrated their support by inviting parents to a family BBQ night and
involving us in this celebration with this live performance. E’s ELC is supportive of offering
opportunities for musical appreciation (e.g. the BBQ) and so are we and our extended family (by
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providing opportunities and materials for him to perform). The result of this support and
encouragement is an increase in his confidence and ability to have fun with these musical toys.
E’s Development through play. Socio-dramatic play is evident as E is engaging in types
of artistic expression that include music, a little drama, and some dance when he performs with
his guitar and drums. There is communicative and creative play and expression that is evident as
he is identifying different types of instruments (guitar, drums), dressing up and delivering his
own live performances. Over the span of the observations, his physical development is evident
from his beginning explorations with the guitar, to being able to coordinate his movements with
the music or concert videos he watches and listens to, on the floor and then on a “stage” as he got
older. He is developing an awareness of his body through jumping, dancing, and bouncing to the
music. Through singing, dancing, rhyming, clapping, and performing, he learns new vocabulary,
and starts to recognize patterns (beats). He starts to develop his own sense of identity, likes, and
preferences of music through exploring different genres of music, concerts on DVD, and artists:
Country (Keith Urban, Lady Antebellum, Brad Paisley, Blake Shelton, Florida Georgia Line,
Coldplay, Maddie and Tae); Pop (Bruno Mars, Meghan Trainor, P!nk, Phil Collins); Jazz
(Michael Buble, Norah Jones, Louis Armstrong, Diana Krall); and Rock (Queen, Bon Jovi, Dave
Matthews, Aerosmith, AC/DC, Jimmy Buffet, Pearl Jam, Elvis Presley, U2, The Tragically Hip).
While we played classical music as nursery music when he was a baby, he is indifferent to it
now.
Digital Influences and Affordances. E uses a variety of digital technologies to access
music and videos. The TV, DVD, and YouTube (via the iPad) provide access to nursery rhymes
and music concerts to enjoy his favourite songs and artists. The iPad is portable viewing for
musical performances. In fact, I download videos and songs onto the playlist on the iPad and he
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frequently plays them, and we watch together too. At the age of three, E is quite capable of
exploring YouTube and the apps on his iPad independently to watch music videos and nursery
rhymes. He is satisfied when I navigate for him. At age five, however, he is much more
independent in exploring further and “trying things out.”
When E is three, I learn an important lesson about digital technology and internet safety.
The app I find to download his favourite music videos is useful in keeping him away from the
unpredictability of YouTube at this age/stage of his use with the iPad. It serves as a useful
control to ensure developmental appropriateness and avoidance of additional media marketing.
This is my first experience of potential loss of control over the media he is exposed to, and I
make a note of it.
Learning Story Two: Building Blocks
“Mama! Mo-wa (more) blocks please!”
(E, age: two years, five months)
“Yook (look) mama, Chase is the captain and Chug is on the bottom dwiving (driving) them
around. They want to keep going like this, see? And isn’t that cool? Take a picture mama”
(E, age: four years)
Provocation
September 1, 2013. We are on vacation at the end of the summer. It is our second day
home together and it is wonderful for us to spend time together as a family. It also gives me a
chance to spend quality time with E as he is actively interested in exploring new things in his
environment. I notice this week that he is really attracted to his blocks. Blocks are an interest
(since he was about 18 months old) and since he is in the mixed age classroom now, I notice him
engaging in more block play at home.
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As I am doing the dishes, I notice him digging around in his blocks bin adjacent to the
kitchen. He is building a tower for the first time on his little table. E keeps building until
he can hardly reach the top. Grunting and reaching, he tries to make it taller. Two
minutes later, I turn around and he is on top of the table! I laugh to myself and silently
reassure myself that it is ok for him to take risks, and that this is part of his problem
solving the height issue. He continues building and asks for help, “Mama! Mowa blocks
please!” I pass him more blocks so he can continue, and I stay close (in case he loses his
balance). I observe and take pictures to see how far this exploration continues. He builds
it tall, climbing and testing his balance. He knocks it over in the end, which he loves to
do.

Figure 20. E builds a tower on top of a table
Pedagogical Parenting
What it means. Children understand the process of cause and effect (knocking down the
blocks) and begin to plan and carry out a series of actions (like building a tower) (Flanagan,
2011). In E’s block play, he is beginning to show how he is developing skills in curious
investigation, problem solving and numeracy, and reason, logic, and scientific inquiry. During
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block play, many children also engage in dramatic play and storytelling, which supports their
oral language development. During block play, children demonstrate an understanding of the
association and relationship of quantity and symbols, and use mathematical concepts to solve
questions and problems that arise during play. E’s first documented “build” was with pegs at the
age of 18 months (before this investigation began). We have provided him with “tools” like
blocks to help him build things. His educators have supported this by providing an environment
that has lots of things to “build with” and explore, and we have too. Both the ELC and at home
we are supporting him to explore these types of materials and experiences.
Opportunities and possibilities to support his development. I can support his interest
in building by providing opportunities for him to play with various materials and help to advance
this learning. He seems to enjoy his tools for building and his blocks, and I wonder about
providing smaller Lego to build with. His play is independent and purposeful. I wonder about
how he might respond to having someone play blocks with him, even parallel. I make sure that
our family is aware of his interest and my brother (E’s uncle), an architectural technologist,
reminisces of how his love of Lego supported what ended up being his lifelong passion and
vocation, “look at how much time I spent doing Lego.” Both of our parents (E’s grandparents)
provide small sets of blocks at each of their houses.
September 11, 2013: Age two years, five months
He is at this table almost every day when I pick him up from daycare. His educators
comment that he has really taken a keen interest in Lego and building. I notice that he is engaged
in more associative play at the Lego table.
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Figure 21. E playing with a friend at the Lego table
October 27, 2013: Age two years, six months
E is still actively interested in the Lego play at the ELC. I make additional observations
and have conversations about this interest with his educator. She confirms that he is indeed
enamored with the challenge and task of building Lego. As a result, I acquire Lego Duplo (which
are large blocks) at home. The first few times we put a set together, I show him how to follow
the instructions. He catches on quickly, and assembles the Duplo sets in less than a minute. I
decide to purchase the smaller blocks next time, to make it a little more challenging for him.
E takes a break from baking something with the play egg beaters, to search for Lego that
he is incorporating into his play. (See Figure 22.)
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Figure 22. E searches for Lego pieces during

Figure 23. E builds Lego for/with an accompanying truck

play

November 28, 2013: Age two years, seven months
E plays with Lego and incorporates other toys in his play (e.g. the truck in Figure 23),
demonstrating intentionality in his actions. He likes to build garages for his trucks at home,
which he also does at the ELC. Documentation from the ELC allows me to see how his interests
and abilities are building on each other and transferring back and forth from the ELC to home
and vice versa.
February 6, 15, and 18, 2014: Age two years, ten months
E continues to use a variety of building supplies to create structures. He uses magnetic
blocks to experiment with building something with his friends. He is also collaborating with
others now in planning and executing play with blocks. He is also building and using other toys
to create, like his “garage” for his cars, and there continues to be a tower or two included as well.
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“Yook mama, I have a weally tall towa!”

Figure 24. E plays with friends, creating “garages”
May 23, 2014: Age three years, one month
Sean, E, and I go to Toronto for the weekend, and then to Niagara Falls, Ontario. E is
very much used to travelling and we give him his iPad to watch a movie on the plane; however,
this time, I wonder if he might like something a little more interactive. Being aware of his
interest in Lego and realizing that bringing Lego on the plane is not very practical, I look up Lego
applications. There are many to choose from, some more advanced with more violence (like
Ninjago and Star Wars), so I look for some that have simple tasks and are less violent, with
characters like cars or animals. I download these (Food, Juniors Quest, and Art Maker) to the
iPad. On the plane, I do not show him how to use them; he figures it out quickly on his own.
He listens to the simple verbal instructions on the app and he designs cars, drivers, and
then manipulates them through the Lego world on the screen. I am reminded how
intuitive these games are. When I ask him if he wants help in the next level of the game,
he replies, “No I can do this myself mama.”
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Figure 25. New Lego apps for the plane ride
December 21, 2014: Age three years, eight months
We have friends and their two children (who are older than E) visit for a few days before
Christmas. One of the activities I plan for the children is building gingerbread houses. I know
how much E loves building things, and I think it is something they would all enjoy, regardless of
age. E is slow to warm up to the idea that they were all going to work on it together (even though
it is he who begged to take it out!). He stands back and observes for a few minutes (4 minutes to
be exact) before he actively contributes his building expertise. Our friend (the father) is also an
architectural technologist and loves to build things and the adults join in. There are several builds
happening and lots of laughter (although E is pretty serious in this particular moment).
While it is not Lego, E participates in cooperative building with family friends to build a
gingerbread house. E, age two and eight months, A, age nine, and Am, age seven, work
together to negotiate the icing and sugary decorations so that the house will stand. They

82
ask for help of the adults when it falls down twice. The adults avoid taking over, and
provide advice and strategically place a little extra icing in spots where it needs support.

Figure 26. E building gingerbread houses with

Figure 27. E builds a snowman with Nannie

friends

February 22, 2015: Age three years, ten months
It is a record-breaking winter in Prince Edward Island. There are many storm days
(record breaking over the last week, 368 cm so far this winter with over 100 cm in just six days),
which means plentiful time to watch movies and play Lego together. We lose power for a few
days and are confined to play inside our house. We do a lot of shoveling and as the snow
subsides, we build snowmen.
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E is transferring his building skills into snowmaking/building with his Nannie, which
turns into a snowball fight! When he finally hit Nannie with a snowball, the force of his
laughter knocked him over backwards!
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April 3, 2015: Age four years
After months of snow, it is nice to finally get outside and visit my parents at their house
for Easter weekend.
E explores his ‘toy drawer’ at Nannie’s and brings out some of his blocks.

Figure 28. Symmetrical Builds
Mom and I both notice this choice of toy and discuss how his builds are starting to
become both quite symmetrical and useful to him, in that he builds something and then uses what
he builds for dramatic play and make-believe scenarios. I cannot seem to keep up with
challenging him with new Lego patterns these days, I cannot seem to scaffold sufficiently in his
zone of proximal development. I have not offered him a challenge that was too hard yet.
E has a movie on TV on in the background (he is not watching it intently, it is turned on,
but his focus is on his Lego). He often plays with the cars, planes, or figures that are from the
movie, in this case, Planes. Toys are often used or paired with Lego™ and integrated in his play.
Sometimes (and in this case of this photo) I notice him acting out the story from the show, and
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altering it to create his own narrative, with a new problem or a challenge the characters have to
solve. The show’s narrative is transformed as he manipulates his toys and he literally and
figuratively rebuilds the story.
In this instance, two popular shows that he watches (Paw Patrol-TV) and (Planes™
movie) serve as inspiration for this flying machine. “Yook mama, Chase is the captain
and Chug is on the bottom driving them around. They want to keep going like this, see?
And isn’t that cool? Take a picture mama”. He is used to me taking notes and
documenting his creations now.

Figure 29. Paw Patrol and Planes narratives intersect through Lego
April 6, 2015: Age four years
I order E a box of Lego classic bricks today–the small ones. He loves putting “sets”
together, and I want him to use some imagination too. This is a good starter kit for just this.
E plays with his new box of Lego today, and makes a tower out of the smaller blocks, he
quickly asked for the “structions”!
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Figure 30. Classic Lego and online instructions
This particular box does not have instructions with it, so I suggest we search something
online. We find instructions for a variety of patterns in downloadable PDF. E hangs over my
shoulder as we scroll through the options on the iPad. He chooses each pattern, one by one, and
proceeds to build each and every item that had instructions on this PDF. I can tell he thinks that it
is pretty innovative that we can find out information like this on the iPad. In this moment, he
understood that there are places to find information (e.g. the internet), and that there are symbols
to represent important messages (e.g. how to build Lego).
He is frequently sorting the Lego more, by color and size, so that when he puts them
together with instructions, the pieces are easier to build. I realize I unintentionally modelled this.
I show him how to count each dot on the Lego and match it up with the pictures to choose the
correct pieces. Only after showing him once, I notice him count the dots in the instructions and
look for the piece.
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Within a few minutes, he is asking me for the “piece with two” and the “piece with six.”
We take pictures with the iPad of his creations because some of the patterns require the
same pieces. To my dismay, he deletes these later, and I have to breathe. I realize: (a) this is part
of doing research with young children; and (b) this is where my researcher’s notes will come in
handy.
November 10, 2015: Age four years, seven months
E plays at the ELC with friends. They are thoroughly engaged in
constructive/manipulative play: building ramps, roadways, and much more complex
structures. His educator documents: “at almost any given time, there is someone using
the car tracks to find an angle or a path that would be the best path for cars to race
along. This week, height makes a difference, and how many track pieces there are. By
lifting it, or by holding it, the cars can now zoom down the whole track! E and A and N
have lined up the buckets, wood blocks, and bench, or baskets of toys to extend the track
all the way to the basket to the end. Great determination and practice to get the effect you
wanted!” Children have a sense of excitement as they explore height and length and
connecting tracks to work toward a common goal.
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Figure 31. ELC Documentation of E’s collaborative building
The children use more advanced problem solving and work together to make things work,
and carry out a series of steps to this activity to see it from start to finish. E is showing that while
he still participates in solitary play, he increasingly engages in cooperative play. E is an only
child so this environment at the ELC provides him with play opportunities with his same-age
peers that do not exist at home. I am thankful for the ELC photos and documentation so I am
able to support him at home too.
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December 29, 30, and 31, 2015: Age four years, eight months
E finds many opportunities to play Lego with a “Lego Advent Calendar” and sets from
Santa, his parents and his grandparents. The new Lego are significantly more advanced
and Sean and I help him sort, classify, and dig for pieces with him as he follows
corresponding instruction booklets. There are times when we create a bit of an assembly
line. Often he is a few steps ahead of us: he asks for the next pieces, or instructs us to get
the next bowl full of pieces ready.

Figure 32. E and his Lego Advent Calendar
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Figure 33. E works on his most advanced Lego set yet
He is satisfied and tired from completing a build like this one (see Figure 32)–we praise
him for the way he perseveres, and he seems really proud of himself. I am trying to be really
specific about how I praise him. He enjoys playing with his creations; he uses them as toys once
they are assembled/ built. He ends up having a new car, plane, or whatever to play with, and they
take up considerable space. His interest in building, symmetry, and problem solving is also
evident in other ways–making gingerbread houses, and his continued fervor for puzzles.
He gets into his pajamas and settles in at the table with me (or on my lap!) excitedly. He
has completed a Lego set, and has moved on to building his own gingerbread house. He
gets me to help him with the icing. He makes a pattern on the front door: green blue
green blue green blue. He does the same with the outline of the roof at the front: orange
red orange red orange red. He places all yellow into the icing on the top row of one side
of the house. Then he places all blue along the next row. He starts decorating the other
side, and finds there is not enough to make any kind of pattern so he uses whatever is left
over, saving the candy canes until the end.
I am grateful for the holidays and subsequent time I can spend playing with him, and how
lovely it is to have hours on end to chat, listen to music, and play Lego together. It has become a
family time together that we cherish.
March 5, 2016: Age four years, eleven months
It is the last day of swimming lessons for the season. E asks, “can we go to Nannie and
Grampie’s after swimming?” We packed our bags and off we go for a sleepover. I have
several extra Lego sets stored away for the proverbial “rainy day” and I grab one in
case it is too cold to play outside, and put it in my overnight bag. E finds it immediately
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after arrival, and recruits my dad (Grampie) to build with him. E proceeds to teach
Grampie how to follow the instructions to make the new Ninja Turtle chamber.

Figure 34. Teaching Grampie how to assemble Lego
March 15, 2016: Age four years, eleven months
E is demonstrating self-regulation and sustained concentration through his block and
building play. E’s educator reports that he does not stay too long with any given activity, and
often spends a lot of time running from one thing to another in the environment. She says he is a
very active little boy, and I know it is developmentally appropriate for little people his age to
need to move. I agree, he is active, but I challenge the notion that he does not stay at one activity.
We see him dedicating hours to his building and block play.
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Figure 35. E engaged in block play (and knocking over) at the ELC
Crystalizing Key Learnings
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Ecological Systems. When I took careful notice of his interests and capabilities, and
when both the ELC and we (family) are supportive and encouraging, we are able to continue to
help him advance his building skills. At the ELC, he spends time at the Lego table and building
structures and roadways with his friends. At home, we spend countless hours of building Lego
with him, and notably, these hours are not quiet time. His grandparents build with him too. E
and I talk at length while we build together, and we both enjoy it.
E’s Development through play. E’s play with building and blocks is an important
demonstration of Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development and scaffolding. He demonstrates
his ability to use language, classification, and ordering. He seems very logical, and I see him
developing this further through his play with Lego and many other types of building materials as
well (see Figure 35).

Figure 36. E’s other types of block play materials
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Digital Influences and Affordances. Lego characters and building are a motivating topic
in his enjoyment of books and other media (TV). Each month there are at least 2 Lego books on
his scholastic book orders, and he watches episodes of Ninjago, Spinjitsu, and the Lego Movie™
on a regular basis. At first, he acts out many of the violent moves (and we resist it/refuse to let
him watch it). However, these shows offer him a plethora of new names, languages, and
concepts (while popular media) are related to East Asian myths and culture, the stories also
involve cities and futuristic stuff, the ancient battle art called Spinjitsu, elements (Fire,
Lightening, Earth, and Ice) and traditional storied characters of good and evil. They are marketed
well. I find it helpful over time to talk with E about what is on TV versus our behavior with our
friends and “real life,” and he knows that a few too many ninja kicks in the house will land the
TV show off his Netflix list for a while. I am sure that he will not resist learning martial arts
eventually. He and a neighborhood friend are discussing when they might join “karate” in grade
one.

Figure 37. E reading his Lego books
For E, playing with Lego intersects many times with language, his research (on how
something goes together), technology (iPad apps and instructions online), friendships, and
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relationship building through time spent together. He keenly continues to build with friends and
family in many different environments.
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Learning Story Three: Creating Art
Me: “E, what are you painting?”
E: “Boo”
M: “Blue?”
M: “And what’s your picture of?”
E: “Red”
M: “A red what, a red animal?”
E: “Nope!”
M: “No? Just red. Got it!”
(E, age two years, five months)
Provocation
April 8, 2013. E’s educator from the infant room shows me his “scribble journal” which
details some of his very first exploration with pre-writing and artistic exploration. I am
fascinated with the descriptions she provides.

Figure 38. E’s scribble journal
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Pedagogical Parenting
What it means. In order for children to develop knowledge and appreciation of creativity
and the arts, they need to have appropriate space, time, and guidance to use various media to
create their own artistic expressions, and engage in various types of artistic expression (ELF,
2012). When young children finger paint or paint with tools (like branches or even dinkies) they
develop fine motor skills. They engage in actively exploring and developing, reasoning, logically
thinking, beginning to understand cause and effect, communicating and expressing themselves.
They are making their mark, and learning early concepts of representation, which then
progresses to scribbling and then writing.
Opportunities and possibilities to support his development. E is immersed in
environments, both at home and at the ELC that offer opportunities for him to develop fine
motor skills. We play all the time with play dough, paint, and other loose materials. His love of
Lego offers him hours of fine motor play time. I document his experiences. In fact, as part of my
work in the past as an Early Literacy Specialist, I work with early childhood educators across the
province to help enhance their own language and literacy rich environments and practices for
infants, toddlers and preschoolers, and I pay close attention to E’s experiences. I have an
opportunity to practice what I preach to ensure he has the opportunity to develop and learn
through play.
April 9, 2013: Age two years old
E is up to his elbows at the ELC, smoothing paint between his fingers and making designs
on the table. He makes circles with his palms facing down in the paint, and feels the paint
between his fingers.
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Figure 39. E paints at the ELC
May 25, 2013: Age two years, one month
E slaps his hands in the vanilla pudding on his tray of his highchair: “slap slap slap” is
the noise his palms make. I ask, “what do you have there E?” and he replies, “baba”,
“pudding?” He keeps slapping his hands, and then moves them in circles, palms down.
He digs into the little container for more pudding to add to the tray.

Figure 40. Video: E finger painting with pudding

99
July 31, 2013: age two years, three months
E paints at the ELC and experiments with mixing colors. He circles his hands in the paint
and when he has succeeded in mixing the colors to make green, he then attempts to taste
the paint on his hands. His educator (who is filming) deters him successfully with a
reminder, “no” (E giggles) “not for eating, just for painting”, meanwhile his attention is
diverted.

Figure 41. E finger painting with paint
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September 8, 2013: Age two years, five months
I set up an invitation for E with play dough, a rolling pin, and his hammer. Within a few
minutes, he wanders over and uses the play dough. Minutes later, he asks for markers, finished
with the play dough. I gave him paper, and his box of markers.
He choses pink to begin scribbling with, and continues to do this for about 20 minutes. I
ask him if he wanted to play with some paint, he says yes, and helps me get it ready. He
continues to explore colors and the feel of the paint.

Figure 42. E plays with play dough and markers

I give him some tools to use. These include potatoes that I cut in half. I wonder if he
might paint them or use them to paint. This is an important developmental stage of artistic
exploration for children to experience: just engaging with the medium for the sake of the
medium (or color).
He ignores the tools and quickly immersed his hands in the paint.

Figure 43. E painting “blue” and “red”
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September 25, 2013: Age two years, five months
E continues to show interest in painting at home and our family knows this. Sean’s sister
buys E an art easel and he and Sean assemble it together.

Figure 44. E assembling his art stand with daddy
February 19, 2014: age two years, 10 months
E continues to be interested in art. I download an application: Art Maker, which is made
by Lego Friends and the goal is to create art based on the Friends characters and city in Lego. It
has free functions that are all about decorating a heart with backgrounds, shapes, visual textures,
and Lego friends, stickers, and virtual stamps.
E tries it out and created a variety of different representations. I asked him to tell me
about what he is choosing as he created with his little finger, and he simply stated
“sparkles”; “pink” etc. He spent about twenty minutes to a half an hour and then
switched to watching a movie on the iPad.
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Figure 45. Screen shots of E’s Art Maker Creations

March 6, 2014: Age two years, 11 months
I install the Draw Pad application on the iPad and show E how it works.
He tries it out, watching how when drags his finger across the screen and it makes a
mark. He is a little timid with exploring the other functions, like the stickers and the other
colors, so I model this and he imitates me. He alternates between digital mediums to
experiment with color and “stickers.” His creations change and expand from the
beginning of the exploration to the final creation.

Figure 46. Screen shots of E’s first four Draw Pad creations
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March 27, 2014: The day before E’s third birthday
It is a storm day today and I am thrilled to spend the time with E. It has been a while
since we painted together so I take some chart paper and cover the kitchen table with it. I give
him lots of colors and paint brushes to use, and wonder if he will use a tool to paint with or if he
still prefers his hands.
He ignores my encouragement to try out the brushes and uses his hands. Within exactly
25 minutes (we start at 11:12am – 11:37am) he paints chart paper, and himself. He is
happy, laughing as he uses his belly as a canvas. He smooths the paint over his body and
watches as it spread to his belly, his chest, and he reaches around and covers his back,
belly laughing and squealing.

Figure 47. E body painting
April 3, 2014: Age three
E draws a picture at the ELC (see below). It is the first time that he notes that his artwork
is about something other than color, and is more abstract. It seems like he has been asked to
reflect on what he has drawn, and to “represent” his thinking through his art.
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Figure 48. E’s “What makes me happy painting.”
April 10, 2014: Age three
E’s educator gives him a paper with his name on it to color.
I reflect on some of the early literacy and representation topics that I facilitate learning
sessions on in early childhood settings, and therefore am curious about the intention behind this.
Is it to get him to color in the lines? Or letter/name recognition? Is it developmentally
appropriate?

Figure 49. E colors in his name
May 7, 2014: Age three years, one month
The children paint with frozen paint on a Popsicle stick on a warm day.
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Figure 50. Painting with friends at the ELC
May 8, 2014: Age three years, one month
E continues to use the Draw Pad app. He figures out how to change the size of the
stickers with two fingers (one from each hand) and make them bigger or smaller. He piles
buses, cars, planes on top of each other to create his art. He does not play with the app
as long as he does using crayons, markers, stickers, paint. He plays for a maximum of 15
minutes and then he is off to something else.
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March 29, 2015: Age four

hat
Figure 51. E quickly and confidently colors his chef hat at his birthday party
August 7, 2015: age four years, four months
I set some paint outside on the deck with paper as an invitation for E. Today, he quickly
accepts the invitation to paint, and for a quick few minutes he paints in silence. I turn on the
digital recorder as I realize there were some stories inspiring his painting.
He’s a dragon, you know.
…Why was his house on fire?
Because the dragon snapped into it and shooted fire.
So why is he in his bed now?
Because… because he… because he is in his bed (keeps painting and talking)
And are you covering him up?
No, I’m still col… I’m making his house.
You’re making his house. OK.
Because it’s going to be nice and new and cuddly.
Nice and new and cuddly, well that sounds like a good thing for a dragon. Don’t you
think?
And he can sleep on the top if he wants.
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Verry good, I like how you are making designs in there with your finger.
And this is the dragon when I make him.
And he’s gonna open up.
I got paint all over myself!
That’s alright, it wouldn’t be the first time!
So, I better have a baf (bath).
You better.
Do you like the feeling of the paint on your hands?
Yeah.
I do too! (he reaches the brush to his shirt)
So you started out drawing Pinky-Pie (My Little Pony character) and Twilight
Sparkle...And now, you’re making a dragon.
De-de-de-de- um , the dragon is their family.
The dragon is their family, yeah that makes sense.
Yeah the dragon is their family, and Spike is the baby.
Spike is the baby?
Yes, because I saw him when he didn’t have his “cutie mark”
Oh you saw it without the cutie mark (laughing, realizing this is the storyline of the
show)…interesting
They don’t have their cutie marks sometimes (teaching me)
What are you going to make this time?
I’m going to make, um, their home again.
Their home? Whose home?
The pony’s home.
Yep, and they’re all …ponies gonna be there.
All the ponies. Do you remember all their names?
Yep. Pinkie Pie, and Apple Jack, and Clarity (Rarity), and Fluttershy and Twilight
Sparkle.

Figure 52. E’s outdoor painting
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September, 2015: Age four years, five months
I experience a moment in ‘pedagogical parenting’, challenging what I think I know. We
missed E’s four year assessment (see Appendix C) at Public Health. He is four and a half now, so
we book the appointment and review the questionnaire with the Public Health Nurse. In all
developmental areas, we answered mostly “yes” to questions about gross motor, problem
solving, personal-social skills, and communication (and he is already seeing an SLP for some
speech support). However, in the fine motor section, we answered “not yet” to all except the first
question, which is about putting together puzzles, in which E is quite advanced. The nurse
reassures me that “it’s quite typical and certainly common for little boys to be at the stage in fine
motor development that E is.” She asks if he attends an ELC, and I said yes.
I observe his engagement with art making. I notice he holds a marker or crayon with ease,
and that he still loves to finger paint. I want to keep him interested and engaged in his
development in this area. While he has opportunities both at the ELC and at home, I have a
conversation with the director and his educator about the results of the Ages and Stages
Questionnaire (ASQ®). Both agree that while there are plentiful opportunities for him to engage
in activities involving play dough, crayons, markers, paint, glue, scissors, clay, and loose
materials to create with, they do not force children to join those learning centres. The children
have the choice to play at whatever centres they would like and although they might encourage
him to paint or draw, he always prefers to join an activity that is focused on either gross motor
play or Lego.
While the role of play in an emergent curriculum based on children’s interests, this has
me confused. Is it possible that children could actually then NEVER engage if they didn’t want
to? Children need to have space, time and guidance to develop (in this case), fine motor skills.
Kindergarten is about a year away at this point, but I am already feeling the pressure, and also
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the responsibility to ensure my son has the best chance in learning. I also want him to be happy
and playful, and to have the right kind of support. I decide that we need to do something more to
support his fine motor development.
September 15, 2015: Age four years, five months
First, I contact an art instructor who has a background in early childhood development.
She offers art classes for young children 4–6. I want it to be fun and play-based and
developmentally appropriate. Her class is a combination of 15-minute blocks of: free sketching,
art instruction, reading a story, and then experimentation with a new medium. I ask the director
at the ELC to put a call out to parents at the centre in case other families are interested in joining
us. E might like it more if his friends were there too.
October 11, 2015: Age four years, six months
Second, I gather up all the arts and crafts materials and books about art that we had in the
house. I realize we needed a central spot to keep these, an art center, and it should be close to the
kitchen (where we spend most of our time), so E can access it as much and as often as he wants.
I included art of his creation that is framed.
Third, I provision more materials that I so often encourage educators to use in their
classrooms: a wooden figure to help with drawing bodies, mini craft sticks, plastic tongs and
little fluffy balls, washable markers, a bead kit, pipe cleaners, a couple of “wipe clean” tracing
books, washable dry erase markers, buttons, fleece, jiggly eyes, glue sticks, and more play
dough.
Finally, I finish creating his art center while he attends his first art class with Sean. We
think it will be fun to surprise him. When he comes home, we surprise him and tell him that he
can play with these materials as much as he wants to, and he seems quite pleased and has
enjoyed his first art class. His cousin A visits and we set up an art invitation together.
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Figure 53. E’s art center and invitation for play
October 17 & November 8, 2015: Age four years, six months
Art class is an opportunity in a small setting for E to build his confidence in “walking
into a room.” I am patient as he warms up to the new situation. I wonder if he does this at the
ELC.
He happily jumps in the car with his art book each session, and skips up the step to enter
the building, but when we get there, the minute we walk in, he hides his face in my coat.
He is silent, getting his things out, and wants to cuddle me. He asks for help, wants me to
“do it for him” and gets angry when I encourage his independence. He tries a drawing,
and to his dismay, it does not seem to look like he intended. He colors over it in black.
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Figure 54. E sketching at art class

Figure 55. E painting at art class
I wonder if he is still experimenting with mixing color and just really experiencing the
media. The art class is helpful in providing ideas and techniques for E to create images as well.
There is development in his sketching, use of color, and confidence in the way he holds the tools
to create. He is using many different media and tools (watercolor paints, pencils, crayons,
pastels, clay, paper maché).

112
November 10, 13, 28 2015: Age four years, seven months

Figure 56. E’s self portrait

Figure 57. “Poppies”
E shows great interest in drawing and sketching, often packing portable coloring
materials when we go places. He often packs coloring materials to go in the car and when we
travel any distance (see Figure 58).
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Figure 58. Drawing in the airport
December 25, 2015: Age four years, seven months
Knowing that we want to give E plenty of opportunities for drawing and art, Sean’s
parents give E a Crayola Multi Colour Light board. He and his cousin spend hours drawing and
erasing, drawing and erasing, with excited squeals of “yook! A different colour!” and “watch
this!” as they color.
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Figure 59. Light drawing
January 10, 2016: Age four years nine months
I pick E up and there is an “incident report” which I am required to sign because
something either has happened to or happened because of him.
E has hit one of his best friends in his nose, and made it bleed. We talk about what kinds
of behaviors are helpful or hurtful, and what type of behaviors we want to use with our
friends and our family that we care about. I ask him what he thought he could do to make
A feel better. He seems perplexed. I ask him if he thought it might make A feel better if he
wrote him a little note to say “I’m sorry”. He said, “yes mama, good idea, but I can’t
write”, to which I replied, “oh yes you can! You tell me what you want to say, I can write
it in pencil, and you can trace it with your marker”, to which he replied, “good idea
mama, ok”. We take out the markers and paper to create a card. He takes care to trace
each and every letter, and we sound out words together. After we finish, he takes out the
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Crayola Light Board and finishes some drawings. He puts the card in his friend’s locker
the next day at the ELC.

Figure 60. E ‘writing’ an apology letter
Several days later, I received an email from the child’s parent and I tell E how much the
card meant to his friend. His friend’s father writes in an email, “We all thought the card was very
thoughtful of E, and A had a HUGE smile when he received it and was very happy to have it treating it as a prized possession!”

116
January, 2016: Age four years, nine months

Figure 61. Early January drawing

Figure 62. Art class: Introducing lines and colors

117

Figure 63. Art class: Mixing colors
February, 2016: Age four years, ten months

Figure 64. Art class: A transformer and a rose; New materials and perspectives of legs
Between January and March, we observe significant development in E’s art making and
fine motor skills. He goes from the scribbling stage where his movements are less controlled and
mark making is more a physical activity (Figure 63) and begins to move into the phase of
scribbling where marks and scribbles become related to self (although he demonstrates this in
Figure 57 with his self portrait) and there begins to be some semblance of geometric shapes that
become related to ideas, animals, and events.
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March, 2016: Age four years, eleven months

Figure 65. Art class: Butterflies and bugs
E’s educator observes that he and his friends are keenly interested in Ninja Turtles and he
brings in figurines for them to play with.
E uses a paintbrush to paint on his paper, using scissors to cut pre-drawn lines, and
draws a ninja turtle face. He still likes the feel of the paint on his hands. He uses pens
and pencils now to draw and write letters and his name.

Figure 66. E using scissors, paint, pencils and his hands
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Figure 67. E chooses art (two pastels and one stenciled painting) to hang in his bedroom
March 30, 2016: Age five
E draws a self-portrait on a sticky note while he waits for me to get ready one morning. I
look at his sketch and smile to myself. He is moving into the pre-schematic stage of mark
making where his drawing of himself includes his head (wearing a ball cap), neck, arms, fingers,
legs, and feet. There is now a relationship between E’s intention and product. He is representing.

Figure 68. A new self portrait
Crystallizing Key Learnings
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Ecological Systems. We dedicate effort to communicating with the ELC and providing
complementary opportunities for E’s development at home. We are in regular communication
about E with both of our families, and about multiple topics about his development, in this case,
specifically fine motor development. Sean’s father excitedly provides E with more paper and
markers than he knows what to do with, and both E and his cousin sit “Bubba’s” desk drawing,
scribbling, and ‘practice’ writing. He says, “it’s important they learn to write their name, I can
help him, I’ll got tons of paper I can give him!” Likewise, my mother ensures coloring books and
a set of brand new pencil crayons available for E to play with when he visits their house. Neither
grandparent seems overly concerned about his development, stating “you know, he is so smart,
it’s really good that you are both able to support him, he’ll be fine” (March, 2015).
Developing artistic skills is fun, and I enroll in a “paint the night” class, taught by the
same instructor (above) (February 12, 2016). My brother’s wife, my mom, and myself also
participate (February 17, 2016) in an “art-after-dark” class. I tell E I am going to “my art class,”
and he thinks it is neat his teacher is teaching me too. He wakes early the next morning, excited
to see I have painted a peacock. He says, “good job mama, I like your painting”.
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Figure 69. Adults, learning to paint

E’s Development through play. E is experiencing both developmentally appropriate
opportunities to acquire fine motor skills and a love of art. While I was worried six months ago
about the results of the ASQ, this learning story provides me with authentic evidence of his
progress and enjoyment of artistic experiences. Additionally, his early years evaluation (EYE),
another standardized assessment, comes back with all “green” results, and I critique its
usefulness and appropriateness. I am reassured more by the evidence that is presented in the
documentation, and that we did everything we could to support his learning and development. I
can also see the development of his fine motor skills through the evolution of his artwork.
Digital influences and affordances. In several instances (Draw Pad, Art Maker, Light
Board), digital tools are supplementing his experiences with art. He is interested in the digital
experiences and participates in them, but the more screen based they are, the less amount of time
he spends engaged.

122
Learning Story Four: Practicing Reading
"I love my white shoes, I love my white shoes, I love my white shoes."
(E, age two, reading Pete the Cat)
Provocation
April 4, 2013: Age two years. E loves Pete the Cat, and I read it to him often. He watches
“Pete the Cat” videos (e.g. The Wheels on the Bus), and carries my phone all through the house
as he listens, bounces, dances, and watches ‘Pete.’ He likes hearing the author narrate the story,
so I buy him his own little CD player. He has several other books that come with CDs as well. I
wonder how he will negotiate the technology and enjoy the stories.

Figure 70. Video: E dancing to Pete’s songs and stories on the iPhone
He enjoys the story, playing with the volume, and learning how to turn the CD player on
and off (play vs volume).

Figure 71. Video: E exploring volume and off/on
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E notices me taking video of him and wants to know how to operate the camera. I reverse
the image so we could do a “selfie” video, and I recorded our conversation. He makes
faces at himself and sings “head and shoulders, knees and toes,” pointing to his
corresponding body parts.
September 2, 2013: Age two years, five months
I want E to have a strong sense of family and a strong sense of family history. I want him
to remember his grandparents and extended family, as well as his experiences as he grows. I
create Shutterfly books regularly, capturing many moments in his life, and continue to do so as
we grow together as a family. My mom makes him Shutterfly books too, the latest one was back
in April called “Nannie Rules.” Inscribed on the front: For baby E, a few memories to make you
smile. Love you always, your Nannie. It has photos of E with mom and dad to accompany each
“rule”. The rules are as follows:
At Nannie’s house, I get lots of hugs
At Nannie’s house, I can play with Grampie Wee and his lawn tractor
At Nannie’s house, I can play in her yellow car
At Nannie’s house, I can eat with my hands
At Nannie’s house, I can stick my toes in the water
At Nannie’s house, I can play with the tree ornaments
At Nannie’s house, I can go down the stairs like a big boy
At Nannie’s house, I can watch Pete the Cat on Grampie’s computer
Nannie lets me play with the water hose on Grampie’s boat
At Nannie’s house, I can run free
At Nannie’s house, I can push the big lawn mower
Nannie lets me take my yuyu to the park, and I can have my bottle during the day
Nannie lets me eat at my own table
Nannie takes me to the barn to see real cows
Nannie lets me share my birthday with Grampie
Nannie lets me sleep in the car, or fall asleep to music in her arms
Nannie lets me be silly with Grampie Wee, or just being me
Nannie lets me help at the pumpkin patch
Nannie lets me drink from a big boy glass and play peek-a-boo with my cinnamon roll
Nannie will always LOVE YOU unconditionally
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The photo books include pictures and text to create a story or a memory. He watches for
short periods of time, over my shoulder at the computer as I create them. The books are about
different themes in his life. For example, they include a month of firsts, his first book of ABCs,
with pictures of experiences and things in his life, seasonal experiences, vacations, or moments
with “Nannie and Grampie.” They arrive in the mail and E is excited to read his new “book.”
He chooses certain ones more than others from the bookshelf. He spends time looking at
the pictures of himself and often, his family, pointing out words and images, and talks
about the story. E walks over to me with his “E’s Alphabet Book” (which I made in 2012)
and his “E’s Summer 2013” (which is new) and sits on my lap to read. He spends 30
minutes flipping through the books and their pages, saying family member’s names, and
words he knows like “tractor” and “Gampie,” and I read the captions that I have written
on each page. He repeats the new names of each boat in the pictures, all of which he saw
on a regular basis this summer.
I use the books as a way to create family memories for us to read together, but also as a
way to introduce new vocabulary and early reading to him (e.g. names of boats) in a way that
connects with his past experiences and what he already knows. In many of the photobooks either
at the beginning or the end, I include a family recipe that connects with the time of year,
something we ate (and something he enjoyed) that connects with one of the experiences.
He asks, “can we have [insert name of food that the recipe is about] again mama?”
He smiles when he sees the pages with the animals in his life: Callie, our cat, Mya
(Sean’s parent’s dog), Gracie (A’s dog), Dakota and Milo (my brother’s cat and dog).
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E does not create the photobooks. However, through the affordances of digital media,
technology, and web based applications, they offer him a bound, personalized story book that he
enjoys with his family over and over again.

Figure 72. E’s collection of Shutterfly photo books
Pedagogical Parenting
What it means. In order for children like E to develop skills and knowledge in language
and literacies they need to have the appropriate time, space, and guidance to develop a love of
stories and books. He also needs the same time, space and guidance to develop a sense of
identity with the culture and heritage of his family, their community, and Prince Edward Island
(Flanagan, 2011).
Opportunities and possibilities to support his development. I watch E engage in
reading in a variety of ways. It is important for me to be thoughtful when I select books and
reading experiences that are developmentally appropriate, but also varied in genre for E. Many
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people in our family read to E, and it is important for friends and others to engage together in
various types of storytelling and reading too. When he gets a little older, there might also be
opportunities for him to produce his own stories or books. At age two, he loves stories and
books. I continue to create Shutterfly books to help tell our family’s stories.
December, 2013: Age two years, eight months
E loves his books, and loves to be read to. He looks forward to story time as an enjoyable
part of his day. Sean and I read to him and he loves when Nannie and Grampie visit and
read with him too.

Figure 73. Nannie and Grampie reading Pete the Cat, and ABCs
My parents give E a Hallmark recorded book ‘Twas the Night Before Christmas in 2012.
E squeals in delight as he finds his book with the Christmas decorations. “Remember this
mama? Listen, Nannie and Wee Wee!” “Yook (look)!!!” “We can’t see them right?” He
proceeds to “read” the story (three times): turning the pages, and listening attentively.
He looks at me and back to the book and says, “Wee? Nannie?”; “Hewoe???
Hewoe???” (Hello) and presses his ear to the speaker at the bottom of the page. His eyes
widen. He yells a little louder, “Hewoe?” He presses the round button (the one used to
record the story) over and over in an attempt to figure it out. Then, he talks directly to the
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book (like a phone), “Nannie dat you?”. He smiles. “Momma, Nannie? Wee Wee.” I
replied, “yes sweetheart, Nannie and Grampie Fee gave you this book.”
He recalls his original confusion about where Nannie and Grampie’s voices were coming
from. While this confusion was typical for an 18-month-old in the sensorimotor stage beginning
to understand object permanence, he demonstrates that he has a different understanding now. I
continue to support his development of loving books by continuing to read to him, and have
other family members read to him. I rotate his books at different times of the year, so they seem
new and exciting all over again.
October 12, 2014: Age three years nine months
Flyer-combing is an O’Keefe family literacy tradition. It is customary to find Sean’s
mom with flyers spread out on the bed first thing in the morning as she has her coffee, or his dad
clipping coupons. Reading the flyers is an important Saturday morning routine at our house too.
Sean and E read the flyers in two ways: both paper versions and online flyers (with the reebee
application on the iPad). E prefers the paper versions of the flyers and Sean often ends up with
the digital version on the iPad.
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Figure 74. Reading the flyers: paper and digital
September 8, 2015: Age four years, five months
We receive a FaceTime call this evening from E’s cousin, A. Today was her first day of
kindergarten.
She reads him a story before bedtime over FaceTime, modelling her emergent literacy
skills, complete with the mannerisms of a seasoned teacher doing a read-a-loud. E looks
back at me, seemingly impressed! The book was about a parrot, and they reminisce about
the movie Rio. E calls it “blue” (which is the name of the main character in the movie). I
unintentionally interrupt the story, and E asks if he could have a “movie night.” A
proceeds to “clap us back” with patterned clap - a teacher strategy she had obviously
experienced - to regain E’s attention for her read aloud. I feel guilty about interrupting
her. She forges ahead, finishing her reading, and E continues to be distracted with the
possibility of having a movie night.
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Figure 75. FaceTime story time before bed with cousins
April 17, 2015: Age four
I bring home E’s binder from the ELC. It is full of learning stories and other
documentation that the ECEs at the ELC have created. They request a new binder to continue his
documentation with as this one is full. It is one of E’s favourite “books” to read: it is all about his
learning and experiences at the ELC. He flips through the pages, and says the names of friends in
the pictures. The storying enables a contextualized account of each experience documented:
visits to the chestnut tree, naptime/ story time in the backyard, and many more adventures and
experiences. It also reinforces E’s memories. He asks each morning thereafter to read it before
going to the ELC.
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Figure 76. E reading his learning stories from his binder
Crystallizing Key Learnings
Ecological systems.
E asks all the time for his favourite books and for someone to read to him. He is delighted
when there is a new twist–like the read aloud on FaceTime–to traditional storytelling and
usually asks for more.
Home and early learning environment that supports the love of reading positively impacts
children’s development of early literacy skills. E has a library that changes each season of
traditional books, an audio library to pick from, and multiple ways of playing with technology
that supports storytelling based on his experiences. Most of all, he has people around him who
will read to him and tell stories with him and sing and rhyme with him. We are experiencing
family literacy practices that can support a child’s literacy development in a positive way.
E’s Development through play. E is developing a love of stories, songs, rhymes, and
storytelling. He listens attentively when he is read to, whether it is by a person, or narrated by the
author on audio or on the computer. He has a large variety of books and printed materials in his
library (books, magazines, Shutterfly books), and a little audio library to choose stories from. He
identifies favourite characters (like Pete the Cat) and likes re-telling the stories from memory. E
is learning to love books and stories, and developing early literacy skills.
Digital influences and affordances. In these documented experiences, it is evident that
technology offers:


Opportunities to create in ways we were not able to before, for cultural literacy
(Shutterfly books);



Cross over from traditional reading to on screen reading (flyers/ books);

131


Influence by way of narratives from popular print media (animation).
Learning Story Five: Playing Digitally
“Mama, same button as your phone?My push it?”
(E asks about the iPad home button)
(E, age: two years, four months)

Provocation
August 1, 2013: Age two years, four months. I purchased an iPad for our family. I
have mixed feelings about introducing it because we already limit the amount of screen time E is
exposed to and I wonder how this will influence our practices. I plan to use what I know and
learn alongside him as we explore the use of digital technologies like the iPad together.
However, I am certainly not going to shelter him or avoid technology, which he is already
exposed to in many of the spaces we occupy as a family.

Figure 7. Playing on Nannie’s computer
E plays with a few toys in the kitchen after lunch. It is a beautiful, sunny day, and the sun
is shining brightly through the kitchen windows. I show him the package that came in the
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mail, and he eagerly ventures over to peek into the package as I unwrap it. He is used to
books coming in Amazon boxes, so he asks expectantly, “my books?” I say, “no, it is our
new iPad computer”, “’puter? My ‘puter?”, and I laugh and say, “yes, I suppose so!”
The first thing he does is push on the little home button. The second thing he touches the
camera icon. It is an identical, bigger version of my iPhone, with which E is quite
familiar. He takes a photo of our bookshelves. I show him a few other features (Draw
Pad) I had downloaded, but after less than five minutes, he is disengaged, “mama,
‘side”?” he questions me to go outside.

Figure 78. The first photos and video E takes with the iPad

I am not surprised he would rather go outside; we spend considerable amounts of time
outside with him. He loves to run, jump, and roll around in the grass. He runs almost
everywhere, including across the lawn under the neighbor’s deck examining his lawnmower and
various yard tools. We contract a builder to put up a fence for us so that we can let him play
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freely without having to chase him or worry about his safety. I use our iPad to show him the
building of the fence while he is at the ELC.
We co-view the videos and pictures. He is fascinated with the digger. He plays the videos
several times and watches them over and over, saying “backhoe” and “digga.” After countless
viewings, he runs to his toy box and brings out several of his similar CAT toys and takes a
picture of them.

Figure 79. E’s pictures of his CAT toys
We reverse the camera so that he is looking at himself, and we experiment with some of
the different filters on the iPad. Two hours later, my mom arrives for a visit.
E runs to get the iPad, “Nannie, yook” and peals of laughter ensue as he shows her how
to take a silly selfie. They play with the camera for 25 minutes, and the process repeats
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later in the day when my brother visits.

Figure 80. E takes Silly Selfies with the new iPad
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Pedagogical Parenting
What it means. The NAEYC and Fred Rogers Centre for Early Learning and Children’s
Media Joint Position on Technology (JPT) and Interactive Media as Tools in Early Childhood
Programs Serving Children from Birth through Age 8 state that when technology is used
intentionally and appropriately, technology and interactive media are effective tools to support
learning and development. They also assert that adults need to place limitations on the use of
technology, and be aware of “safety.” E is interested in learning and often engages by looking at
the screen of our phones or the iPad, however the NAEYC JPT also asserts that not all screens
are equal, and interactivity matters. Technology and media should be used to support learning,
not an isolated activity, and to expand young children’s access to new content (Guernsey 2010a,
2011b).
Opportunities and possibilities to support his development. E is two years old and
screen time is limited to our iPhones (music, videos, etc.). He prefers to play outside. I pay
attention to what he is interested in and support his learning and exploration (digitally and nondigitally). I offer him opportunities at the right moments, for the appropriate reasons (interest or
for communication) to engage in technology. He bangs the iPhone and iPad on the table and we
teach him to use these devices like other toys that we do not want to break.
Access to technology tools and interactive media should not exclude, diminish, or
interfere with children’s healthy communication, social interactions, play, and other
developmentally appropriate activities with peers, family members, and teachers (NAEYC, 2012,
p. 5). We must always prioritize his healthy development and safety, while the affordances that
technology also lends us may influence his experiences in positive ways.
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August, 2013: Age two years, four months
E participates in FaceTime for the first time with my mom (Nannie). We connect, and he
takes my phone from my hand and turns it around to look behind it/ at the back. He is
looking to see where her image and voice were coming from. “Nannie mome (home)?”
he asked, as he could see the background was her living room. He says, “Nannie yuv
you” into the phone, and smiles, and kisses the screen.
His “schema” for nannie has changed and he seems a little confused. By the age of two,
certainly he has a better understanding of object permanence, but this (communication form)
challenges his notions of presence. His screen kiss shows his already developed strong bonds of
attachment with his Nannie.
Minutes later, after handing up, he asks, “again?”
Nannie Reflection. I don’t have Fibre Op, nor Apple TV, so when I try to start E’s Cars
movie and there are four remotes, I sigh heavily. E says, “Nannie not know how to wook
(work) it?” I call Mommie and as we are talking on the phone, he goes over to the Bluray player and starts it manually. Smart boy! (Nannie Reflection X).
September 1, 2013: Age two years, five months
E explores the iPad in various ways. Occasionally he is engaged in passive viewing, but
because we do not let him use it alone, there is usually a lot of conversation about what we are
seeing or looking at or watching. We do not want to proverbially plug him in at restaurants or
public spaces but rather teach him how to behave in a restaurant. However, we feel a sense of
peer pressure from family and friends. Therefore, our approach becomes: crayons and coloring
first, talking about what we will order, or playing with a quiet toy (like a dinkie car) that we have
brought with us. I pack snacks that fill the time when he gets bored and asks for a phone. We
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concede and surrender with the game Tozzle on our iPhones at restaurants, rationalizing that it is
educational in that it requires interaction as it is a “puzzle” and not merely a passive viewing.

Figure 81. E wanting to use our iPhones at restaurants
E plays Tozzle and is proud of completing a recent challenge. He is quiet and mesmerized
with the puzzle in contrast to our animated conversations when he is looking at pictures.
His love of non-digital puzzles has transferred over to this mode of interaction.

Figure 82. Video: E plays Tozzle and Sean praises his puzzle solving skills
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September 7, 2013: Age two years, five months
One of E’s favourite ways to engage in dramatic play involves cooking with various
technological tools. I pick up local vegetables to make soup and E is interested in the butternut
squash.
He promptly lifts it up and explores its features with his hands. “Mooth (smooth) mama…
ooooo heavy!” he said. He carries it around the kitchen while I put away the groceries
and make him lunch. I cut it open while he watches, eating a sandwich in his highchair. I
ask him if he wants to feel the inside to which he replies, “no tanks mama.” I chop it into
smaller pieces and put the vegetables into a large pot. He asks, “my food mama?” and I
realize he is asking for his play food set. I get the set from over across the kitchen and
place it on his high chair tray. He takes the cutting board out first and then asks for the
iPad so he could see his “spee” (recipe), imitating me. We share, trading the iPad back
and forth as I snap pictures, follow my own recipe online for butternut squash soup, and
his recipe. I show him my pot full of vegetables and he asked “my pot?” and then puts his
chopped vegetables into his pot. I ask him what else he is to put into his soup, “bab
pappers” (green peppers), “my babas” (sandwich). I said, “I notice some orange things
sticking out of your pot here”, and he tapped them with his hand and frowned and said
“um” (searching for the word carrot). He cannot remember the word, so he switches
topics, “mommy…more!” pointing over to the shelf where I got his food set… and starts
chewing on the spatula. A few minutes later, as he continues placing items into his pot,
with each one, was stating “one, two, three” so I turn the camera back on and recorded
it as he counts to 12, skips a few numbers and ends at 15.
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Figure 83. E makes his own soup

Figure 84. Video: E counts to 15
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After he finished counting the last time, he says “my see” and wants to watch himself on
the iPad video.
He seems a little shy when he knows I have the camera on. Despite this, he counts to 15
twice. After the number 12, he recites the sounds, which makes me think that they must be doing
this (counting together) at the ELC.
He cooks in a variety of play settings both inside and outside the ELC (e.g. in the mud
kitchen) and at home (e.g. making ice cream or barbequing). In fact, because of his sustained
interest in cooking, we had his fourth birthday party at the Superstore community kitchen with
12 friends, where they made pizza dough, and their own pizzas, and each decorated their own
cakes to take home. He continues to find places to cook wherever he goes, and enjoys making
bread with his dad. We continue to offer him opportunities to help cook, BBQ, bake, and create
using tools and online recipes at home.
Nannie Reflection X. E is always at my feet in the kitchen when I am preparing a meal.
He seems interested in helping, so I give him a wooden spoon and a plastic cup of
uncooked macaroni noodles. He stirs and pours them over and over again as I cook,
quite busy with his task (Nannie’s Reflection X)
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Figure 85. E cooking with Nannie (April, 2013)
September 2013: Age two years, five months

Figure 86. Video: E playing cook in kitchen area

142
May, 2014: Age three years, one month

Figure 87. Video: E cooking in the mud kitchen at the ELC
In this video E and his friend A discuss what they are making for lunch. A warns E that
the stove is hot, so he is ready to make his sandwich. E asks if it is grilled cheese. E pushes the
buttons on the appliance he is standing near. E excitedly grabs three plates to give to his friend
for the sandwiches he makes. They collaborate and plan who should have which colored plate.
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June 21, 2014: Age three years, two months

Figure 88. E baking a cake under the treehouse in Ottawa
July 6, 2014: Age three years, three months

Figure 89. Video: E cooking on the BBQ
Sean is outside on the deck cooking our supper on the barbeque and E mimics him inside
on the play barbeque. All of a sudden, E exclaims, “It is ready now!” I encourage him to flip my
burger so that both sides will cook. E retrieves the spatula from inside the cupboard. Then he
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remembers, “I already flipped the two sides already... time to take them off. Here you go
mommy.”
February 3, 2015: Age three years, ten months

Figure 90. Making ice cream using the beaters

Figure 91. E making pizza dough at his

Figure 92. E helping bake bread in the bread

birthday party (age four)

maker (age five)
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October 18, 2013: Age two years, six months
Mom shows E videos of their afternoon playtime at the park. She finds another video
from the summer, and as they watch together, E whispers “wee wee” (what he calls my
father). Mom asks him, “who do you hear?” realizing that he hears my dad’s voice. She
plays it twice and tells him to listen carefully. E asks for “more” and watches again.
Then, she shows a video from the park. She says, “tell mommy how nannie swished the
water off the slide,” and he imitates her with his hands. He smiles excitedly. “Nannie,
Mommy, my Nannie, water off!” She moves to another image, “and what are you doing
there?” she asks him. “mmmm” (he is thinking), (mom prompts him)” giving nannie
a….” “push” he says, “a big push!” And mom explains she was on the swing. She
praises him “you did that really well, by the way. And what’s that?” (another picture),
and E explains, “my kai” (my sky), and mom moves to the next picture, saying to E, “and
what are you doing there?” They tell me the story together, as they move through her
pictures, of their day together at the park. They are interrupted as E’s very keen sense of
hearing is distracted by the sound of the garage door opening, and he exclaims, “my
daddy my daddy, mommy, my daddy!” He returns to the pictures/ storytelling.
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Figure 93. Video: E and Nannie telling stories together
E recognizes the “play” triangle button, and learns to swipe left and right to make
images move across the screen. Mom and dad make note of E walking up to their TV
(which is at eye level to him) and trying to swipe his pointer finger across the TV to make
the image change.
October 16, 2013: Age two years, six months
The ELC invites the children in the carving of pumpkins using real tools like drills and
mini hammers, which is exciting for E, as he frequently engages in make believe or imitation
play with his own black and decker tool set. When Sean uses his drill doing little jobs around the
house (see Figure 97), E does too, imitating him. They use their drills on wood outside, and on
the assembly of a new table and chair set.
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Figure 94. E helping with his tools

Figure 95. E using tools at the ELC
When is time for us to carve our pumpkins, E asks Sean, “daddy, my tools?”
Sean is puzzled and I explain how they used hammers and drills to carve the pumpkins and he
agrees to try it at home.
While E waits for Sean to return with the proper drill bit and for me to scoop the inside of
the pumpkin, he gets his crayons and proceeds to color on the paper protecting the table
from pumpkin innards.
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Any other time I cover the table with paper, it is so that he can draw, paint, or make a
mess, so I chuckle at his assumption and that pumpkin carving has turned into an art activity too.

Figure 96. E does art and carves pumpkins using the electric drill
I am thankful to have had some photos and documentation from the ELC to show us what
happens during the day. When children, like E, are so small and their language is still
developing, it is so helpful for us to piece his words together with things that make sense. If we
had not known about the drills and the pumpkins we might not have understood what he was
asking us for. It makes it so much easier to communicate together when we have the knowledge
from documentation about his experiences when he is not with us. It is a bridge between the ELC
and home–we can actually see his learning happening again or in parallel with what is happening
at the ELC.
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January 22, 2014: Age two years, nine months
E uses my iPhone and Sean uses the iPad. E is playing Tozzle, and Sean is reading the
news.
They independently engage in parallel digital play. We limit the amount of screen
exposure to no screens one hour prior to bed, so I give them a ten-minute warning.

Figure 97. Independent parallel digital play
March 26, 2014: Age (almost) three years
E, like many children, enjoys and often engages in “rough-housing” rough and tumble
play with Sean. We teach him that it is acceptable to play like this (but not to hurt your
opponent) and we encourage it and realize it is typical, developmentally appropriate behavior,
especially for young boys who experience a rise in testosterone around the age of 3–4. Sean
teaches him to wrestle without hurting someone in the spirit of play, and it is not uncommon for
him to want to “westle” before bath time in the evening. We oblige, because we understand the
role and importance in healthy child development. He is learning self-control, boundaries, and
compassion.
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One day, E engages in some rough and tumble play and he states “I kill you!”, a new
statement we had never said or heard him say before. We stop the play and explain to
him that this is not something we say or want to do. I ask him “where did you hear that?”
He replies, “mama, gungle book” (the Jungle Book).
I realize that indeed, it is something that Shere Khan, the tiger, threatens in the movie The
Jungle Book, which we had watched recently. This is the first time I notice that aggression from
media translates into imitation behavior for young children. We spend the next few minutes
talking about the movie (and that it was on TV) and that we do not say things like that to other
people. I realize that he is so young that he might not be able to process these concepts. We did
not watch the Jungle Book again.
As E approaches his third birthday, his screen time use increases. At the same time, his
behavior becomes increasingly aggressive. He watches Netflix and I observe that it opens up a
whole Pandora’s box when it comes to my control (or lack of) over shows and what he is
exposed to in television viewing right from his iPad. We use my brother’s Netflix account and he
creates a user channel for E so we can control the categories of shows from which he chooses.
One day I watch him choose my account instead of his, and I ask him why he is not
selecting his own. He answers, “mama your account has mora shows on it.” I realize he
wants access to the Transformers shows on my account, which we have already discussed
are off limits (they are aggressive and violent). I reinforce that he has his own channel
and that is where he should pick his shows from.
Also on Netflix is his newfound favourite show, My Little Pony. It perpetuates messages
about friendship and is less aggressive than Transformers shows, so I let him watch for 30
minutes at a time.
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The show is about a unicorn pony named Twilight Sparkle as her mentor Princess
Celestia guides her to learn about friendship in the town of Ponyville. Twilight becomes
close friends with five other ponies: Applejack, Rarity, Fluttershy, Rainbow Dash, and
Pinkie Pie. Each of the ponies represents a different facet of friendship, and Twilight
discovers herself to be a key part of the magical artifacts known as the "Elements of
Harmony". The ponies travel on adventures and “help others around Equestria while
working out problems that arise in their own friendships” (Wikipedia, para 3).
He loves shows, the books (from the the ELC book orders) and has little figurines that he
make-believe plays with along with his cars and trucks. His play is usually a recreation of the
shows he watches, with the focus on someone helping someone else.

Figure 98. E’s television shows
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May 18, 2014: Age three years, one month

Figure 99. E watching Netflix on cousin A’s iPhone
May 23, 2014: age three years, one month
We are well equipped with earphones and the iPad for our flight to Toronto to visit
Sean’s dad this weekend. It is a staple for the airplane when we travel with E. He is a good
traveler, having been on several planes a year since he was 6 weeks old. We use the iPad on the
plane for games, and primarily movies on our Apple account.
He takes an interest in the map on the screen in front of him, asking “are we almost there
yet”, and it offers a view of where the plane is in the air over Canada.
E does not use the iPad much once we arrive at our destination. He is busy exploring his
new surroundings, getting room service at “Bubba’s hotel,” visiting the CN Tower, The
Aquarium, and the park.
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Figure 100. “Bubba, I want to play with those little cars outside” (from above the 40th
floor).
June 20, 2014: Age three years two months

Figure 101. E narrates an email on the plane
Together, E and I write an email to his friends and his early childhood educator as we get
ready for our trip:
Hi everybody! I'm getting ready to take flight! I have my iPad to set up and I'm having a
snack. I'm going to watch Frozen when I'm on the plane to Ottawa. I miss you already ;)
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Hope you had fun learning about soccer this morning. Ill send another note later.
Talk again soon, E.
He is excited as we receive two responses from his teacher, playmates, and an instructor telling
us about what is happening at the centre this week:
[Response 1] Hi E! We hope you’re having a really fun time right now! The boys came in
and did some soccer kicks and tricks, and here is a photo from the display! We have a
few videos we can show too when your back! The soccer balls are all filled up and super
bouncy now and ready for more fun next week too! This is Friday that is the last day of
G's stay at the ELC - and so glad we had a special picnic from earlier this week - here's a
photo of that wonderful lunchtime together as our group! And soon A will join our
group! It looks like fun to be on an airplane and have adventures and keep having a
fantastic time and see you soon! Love J, G, E, C, N, B, & M :-)
[Response 2] Hi E, Thank you for the picture of you on the plane. I hope you are having a
good trip. The boys and girls did have fun learning about soccer. N and his friend S were
very good at kicking and passing the ball. We had the family barbeque last night. It was
lots of fun. It started to rain, so all the moms and dads helped us move everything inside.
We dressed up and had our pictures taken. We missed you. Have fun on your trip with
your Mom and Dad. I will be happy to see you when you get back to the centre. A big
hug to you, S.
June 21, 2014: Age three years, two months
We visit Ottawa to see friends. They have a tree house in the front yard that is a favourite
spot for E to play. He plays underneath it (cooking), climbed up and down it, and engages in
dramatic play with the children. The steps were a new challenge, but he quickly negotiated them
with minimal support.
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One evening, a circle forms in the drive way, and the kids continue to play with new
neighborhood friends who arrive with their parents. The children wear their pajamas,
and as the sun sets, a big white sheet is tacked up to the playhouse. A laptop and
projector are provisioned by neighbors and the new outdoor movie theatre screen
captures the children’s attention.

Figure 102. Playhouse by day, movie theatre by night
July 20, 2014: Age three years, three months
E watches his first movie at the movie theatre with his cousin, aunt and uncle. E and A
wear their baby-bands earmuffs during the really loud parts.
E can be “sensory sensitive” especially to loud noises (he runs to the next room covering
his ears when I turn on the blender to make a smoothie) and therefore thankful he has the
earmuffs. There are many questions about the theatre itself: When do they turn off the lights? Is
that the whole screen? Do we have to sit down? I am surprised they sit for the entire length of
the movie.
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Figure 103. E’s first movie at the theatre
July 26, 2014: Age three years, three months
E increasingly becomes more independent with the iPad, whether to play a game or
watch one of “his” movies. After a long, hot day in the summer, he comes inside to the airconditioned living room and grabs his soother and the iPad to relax. I realize from the last six
months, more and more, the times I am documenting E’s use of technology, specifically the iPad,
have been with him with his headphones on, soother in, and watching a movie. There have been
other ways he has been using technology, but this seems to be his favourite one.
February 15, 2015: Age three years, ten months
E sings along with the TV show “Bob the Builder”:
Bob the builder,
can we fix it?
Bob the Builder
Yes we can!
Scoop, Muck and Dizzy and Roley too
Lofty and Wendy join the crew
Pilchard and Bird, Travis and Spud
Playing together like good friends should
Bob the Builder
Can we fix it?
Bob the Builder
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Yes, we can!
Hey!
Time to get busy, such a lot to do
Building and fixing till it's good as new
Bob and the gang have so much fun
Working together, they get the job done
Can we build it? Yeah!
Can we fix it? Yeah!
Bob the Builder
Can we fix it?
Bob the Builder
Yes, we can! (Yeah!)
He watches it more than I thought because he has the songs memorized. He asks me to
clap his feet to the music as he sings. I am starting to struggle with “how much screen time” has
increased lately. He will frequently comment on something, and I will ask him, “how did you
know that?” or “where did you learn that?” and he will say, “I saw it on X show…”.
August 20–21, 2015: Age four years, five months
E is hospitalized for a suspected appendicitis and kept overnight for observation at the
QEH Pediatric Unit in Charlottetown. To offer familiarity and comfort, we bring his blankie,
“Callie” (stuffed animal, which is a replica of our cat who passed away a few months ago), and
iPad and earphones for him to watch a movie. He is hooked up to an IV so his movement is
restricted. It’s Old Home Week in PEI, and the Gold Cup and Saucer parade, and the characters
from the parade visit the QEH Pediatric unit. E meets Fluttershy, one of the characters from his
favourite show on Netflix. Characters from My Little Pony, and also The Wiggles visit to cheer
him up. They bring gifts: a stuffed toy and My Little Pony play dough. After this, we meet the
Child Life Specialist who uses a play program that includes play dough, bubbles and iPads to
help comfort children who are staying in hospital. E visits the play room and learns new words
like intravenous (for that “pokey thing in my arm”).
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Figure 104. The iPad as a distraction from pain during hospitalization

September 6–7, 2015: Age four years, five months
We make another quick trip to Ottawa for the last long weekend of the summer and E
spends lots of time on the iPad, including at bedtime.
He is amazed on the way home at the airport where there are iPads on each table. He
plays with his planes and wants to explore the foreign iPads, but discovers that his fun
games and movies are only available on HIS iPad. He watches the original Planes movie
and moves his toys acting out the scenes as it plays.
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Figure 105. Watching a movie on vacation and playing planes at the airport
September 12, 2015: Age: four years, five months
We watch the Disney movie Lilo and Stitch this weekend, and E is quite intrigued by the
storyline. We try to find movies and shows that focus on positive messaging, and this one seems
innocent enough and focused on family. As usual, there is just as much talking amongst us as the
dialogue in the movie. We pull out a Shutterfly book of our vacation to Hawaii six years ago
(before E was born) and look at it together, talking about the things we learned about Hawaiian
culture and making connections with the movie.
E makes connections between the pictures in our book and the movie of the volcanoes,
the beach, and the hula dancers. He asks “Is Stitch a real animal? Did any volcanoes
erupt when you were there? Are there sharks? How long did it take to get there? Is Stitch
adopted? Did you know that ‘Ohana’ means family and that means nobody gets left
behind? That’s like us: family.” He asks many more questions and follows the storyline
at the same time, none-the-less quoting phrases from the movie.
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October 2015: Age four years, six months
E has had a fascination with the cruise ships since he was two. A group at the ELC
visited the cruise ship one day and he asks Nannie to take him to see it.

Figure 106. A selfie with Nannie in front of the cruise ship (August, 2013)
I frequently teach E about research and model looking for information on the internet,
and today it was about the cruise ships in the harbour. We drive into Charlottetown from
Stratford each morning and play “eye spy” race to spot a cruise ship in the harbour. We see the
cruise ships at the entrance of the harbour, or being led by the harbour boat to dock. We talk
about the harbour port/pilot (little boat and captain) and how they help the cruise ships dock in
our harbour. E comments on the size of the ship (gigantic, large, medium, or small). We talk
about the number of passengers on each ship.
In late October, he asks me if there is one coming in today. He asks me, “wait mama,
maybe you could check online the schedule to see if there is one tomorrow?”, to which I
reply, “yes honey, I can do that, or we could even do it together when we get home from
work.” He suggests something faster, “ok, or you could check the internet on your
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phone?” He is quickly learning the “internet” is everywhere and on multiple devices that
we have access to.
Nannie’s reflection about research on the internet. E tells me about the characters in
My Little Pony and cannot remember one character’s name. After a long while trying to
guess, we resort to “google” to find it. He is so excited when I find Rainbow Dash’s
name and that I finally understand him. We (he and I) continue to rely on google to find
out names of Ttransformers and Pokémon characters.
March 27, 2016: Age five minus one day
Our “no TV one hour before bedtime” rule is still adhered to during the week, but not
followed as closely on the weekends and/or we are visiting our parent’s houses overnight. We
are specific, however, about the types of shows he watches so that he is not over stimulated with
both the screen exposure and the content. Therefore, we ensure age-appropriateness and no
violence.

Figure 107. E watches TV at his grandparents’ house
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Crystallizing Key Learnings
Ecological Systems. E is being exposed in his home environment to digital media and
technology. At the ELC, there are limited screens. When there are screens present, they are used
to display documentation and photos of the children engaging with each other, learning, and
exploring. At home, he has more access to (digital) technology than at the ELC.
He models behavior that he sees in his environment. I see the potential of technology for
communication between family (e.g., FaceTime, photos) and for language development when we
co-view screens together. There are multiple ways that E uses technology to learn, communicate,
consume, and interact with people, places, and things. He loves the ability to “text Nannie” or
FaceTime with family and choses to do so versus the telephone.
I observe potential for family to either derail or support a child’s development. Through
the process of documentation, I understand better now how it needs to be a daily decision to
monitor the use of screens and to be so very deliberate about it. Sometimes we are good at this
and other times we are not. While it is tempting to offer a child a distraction in a restaurant to
keep them quiet, it is also tempting NOT to, and to resist the “contagiousness” of the behaviors
around screens and devices in particular spaces. We started out on this journey with priority
being given to “interactive” and “playful” but as E gets older, the slippery slope is there for the
digital screens to become passive entertainment.
I talk with family about his use of technology and teach them about what I am learning.
Our parents now understand the importance of turning off the TV. In fact, Sean’s father remarks
to me, “you know, you were right. The kids watch TV and I try to get their attention and I
cannot. They might be watching too much TV. I do not think it is good for them.” I am careful
not to deliberately offer more opportunities involving technology because it seems there is
enough that occurred naturally in the course of our home. He is quite confident exploring
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applications and movies on the iPad and always refers to it as “my computer”. I find that through
multiple reflections, videos, audio recording, and photos, I have captured a few moments that
inform me about how and for what purpose he is using technology, but it has been balanced with
other play experiences in which he engages at preschool.
E’s Development through play. The iPad offers select interactive opportunities when
we are intentional about how we use it with E. However, he also uses it independently. Sociodramatic and imitation play is often inspired by a movie or TV show that is playing, and he uses
the shows as script for his toys to enact the scenarios. Stories from digital media weave
themselves into the narratives that he enacts in play.
Digital influences and affordances. Technology offers:


Times for interactive and participatory play (FaceTime, taking photos, virtual puzzles,
drawpad);



Enjoyment and consumption of popular media (TV, Movies) and multiple concepts of a
movie theatre;



Times to learn things: vocabulary and reflect on learning (videos of self, co-viewing
photos with family); and a place to research information (checking internet);



Opportunities for creation and construction (tools to fix, artistic representations on
screen);



Learning about place and space (interactive online maps; family books);



Exploring relationships with communication.
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Synthesizing Learning Stories
The Person in Center of the Nested System: E
Motivation and temperament. There are several common traits that help describe a
child’s temperament: mood, approachability, distractibility, persistence, sensitivity, activity
level, persistence, and regularity. E demonstrated many of these throughout his play experiences.
The learning stories provided examples of how he played with those surrounding him, and how
he reacted to the world with examples in the succeeding paragraphs.
At age two, E was generally a happy child, with people often commenting on his
“smiley” nature and general cheerfulness. He was hesitant approaching new situations, places,
and people and spent time happily observing and thinking about new situations. He reacted
strongly and negatively to separation in general and was still very attached at the age of five. He
had opportunities to explore new experiences while we ensured he knew we were close if he
needed support, and he was often eager to try new things and experiences with one of us close
by.
He was very focused in his play, and had a high level of concentration with whatever he
was engaged. He did not have any difficulty staying (seated or standing) on task. He showed
maturity in self-regulation, especially with Lego, and approached challenges with eagerness.
E was sensitive to light and sound, and we observed him (as early as two years old)
focusing and refocusing his eyes. He always made sure he had his noise cancelling earphones
when he thought he would need them when something was too loud (like the blender, the music
on the stereo, the movie theatre, or mowing the grass).
E was completely unmotivated to use the iPad when it first arrived at our home and was
very motivated to go outside instead. E was a very active child, enjoying gross motor play.
Access to music and concerts on YouTube and the TV to create a dance party in the living room
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were often a favourite cardiovascular activity for our family. While he enjoyed play inside well
enough, his preference was to be outside for most of his playtime, as he loved to run. We spent
endless hours outdoors with him. Our use of screens shifted from more interactive to less
interactive as he got older; however, his outdoor play and experiences continued consistently.
While E was very active, he was also very regular in his routines (sleep, eat, digestion). His
ability to transition and self-regulate to a less-sensory, less-stimulating environment to prepare
for bedtime was developmentally appropriate.
E was a strong-willed little boy who liked to have control and make decisions. While he
reacted to the world in a generally positive way, his emotions ran strong and he had strong
reactions (both negative and positive) to the world, and increased screen time seemed to
exacerbate “tantrum” like behaviors.
E enjoyed stories, songs, rhymes, and storytelling. He listened attentively when he was
read to, whether by a live person, or a narrator on audio or the computer. He has grown from
exploring books in many developmentally appropriate and diverse ways both at home and at the
ELC. He never refused a read-aloud; in fact, we could not keep up with the requests most nights.
Bedtime stories were a regular routine in our home and he readily rushed through teeth brushing
to jump into bed for his story time. He was calm and asked questions as we read together, calling
it “question period.”
Gender influence. E’s gender influenced his play and digital experiences in several ways
during the preschool years. It influenced the toys he played with, the way his play was viewed by
early childhood educators (and likely the subsequent teaching practices that influence the
gendering of young children’s identities), the developmental assessment by public health
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nursing, the role models he chose, and the gendered violence or aggression that he experimented
with subsequent to passive viewing of TV shows or movies.
E was exposed to multiple forms of music and artists (both male and female) by multiple
members of his family and at daycare. He also had access to a variety of both gender neutral and
gendered toys at school and at home. Despite this, however, as he got a little older, the Lego sets
were increasingly gendered (ducks, houses, and boats moved into trucks for boys and “friends”
for girls) and that cartoons were much more gendered (superheroes for boys and princesses for
girls).
E was exposed to all types of toys and media. He played with wooden cars, and has
figures and characters from Disney movies. He and his cousin, A, despite being boy and girl,
shared mutual interests and enjoyed movies, toys, and playtime with toys geared for both girls
and boys (e.g. they watched movies like Cars, Planes, and shows like My Little Pony together).
Based on the documentation from the ELC, it seemed that play experiences were offered
to all children, regardless of gender. However, after probing during some conversations with his
educators after his Ages and Stages Questionnaire (ASQ) results, they admitted that while all
play and learning centres at the daycare are open to all children, E frequently choose learning
centres that involved much more gross motor development. They did not “force” children to play
in any one area, and I was told that it was quite typical of little boys to want to engage in more
gross motor activity than art. In addition, the public health nurse seemed to apply a veil of gender
stereotyping with her reassurance to me that “it’s quite typical and certainly common for little
boys to be at the stage in fine motor development that E is at.”
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The Process: How E Developed Through Play
During his preschool years, E played with peers at daycare (the ELC), and with me, my
husband, and extended family including grandparents and cousins at home. He played mostly
with my husband and I, or my mom, “Nannie.” E played daily at the ELC, home, and in his
community of Stratford. E developed through several types of play during his preschool years
including creative play, building and block play, socio-dramatic musical play, and literacy play.
These are documented below.
Creative play. In many of E’s experiences, he was engaged in onlooker, independent and
parallel, and creative play with both his own body first (e.g. art, finger paint), and later as he
developed his confidence, with writing and painting tools like the iPad (at home) and crayons,
paintbrushes, or markers alongside his peers at the ELC and in art class. This type of creative
play was providing him with time and place to develop fine motor skills, social skills, and logical
reasoning. He was developing knowledge and appreciation of creativity and the arts, through his
play experiences that provide appropriate space, time, and guidance to use various media to
create his own artistic expressions, and engage in various types of artistic expression. He
developed fine motor skills when he finger-painted. E actively explored with his hands and
began to understand cause and effect through the process of painting, communicating and
expressing himself. He made his mark, and learning early concepts of representation, progressing
to scribbling and then writing.
His age and stages of development influenced the types of mediums and experiences with
which he interacted. For example, at age two he “painted with pudding” and things that would be
safe for him to ingest, as 24 months was still a time when the oral stage applied to E and can be
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seen in his video from daycare on July 31, 2013 (28 months old) when his educator was gently
reminding him that the paint was not to eat.
His early writing development began with uncontrolled scribbling and mark-making as
merely a physical activity rather than an attempt at picture-making. There was little control or
coordination of small muscles at this stage, and as seen in the video, the hands move from the
shoulder. Around the age of three his writing entered the very preliminary pre-schematic stage
graphic communication stage (e.g. “What makes me happy painting”) (Lowenfield & Brittain,
1987; Kellogg, 1970) when he started to consciously and intentionally explain his drawing. His
drawing and use of markers shifted from that of experimentation to meaning making as he both
represented people, places, and things in his drawings, but his mark making also carried a
message (January 10, 2016 documentation “I’m sorry”) and he was becoming interested in letters
and words representing meaning. He had opportunities to use different techniques to produce
visual art and produced both two-dimensional and three-dimensional art using various mediums.
It was interesting also to note that these types of dimensions were not available on the types of
art apps he engaged with on the iPad. His art was displayed, and he was able to reflect on and
celebrate his artistic efforts.
At age four years, seven months old, he was drawing people, including himself and over
the next few months, bodies that included the head, smiling, arms, legs, hands, feet, and toes.
Animals ended up with “spider legs” which portrayed his perspective of looking down on them.
Shapes were also primarily geometric, which was something he had learned about at art class.
Building and block play. There were several types of play happening at various stages
over the three years with his block play that aligned with the developmental stages of infant,
toddler, and preschool.
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At age two (infant/toddler) he demonstrated types of play, such as: exploratory play
through manipulation of objects like pegs and blocks; carrying, moving, touch/tasting, holding,
dropping and feeling the blocks, generally exploring their properties; building, re-building, and
knocking over towers, filling up and emptying containers with blocks experimenting with space
and ideas of volume; and parallel associative play when he was side by side at the Lego table but
not playing together.
At age three E continued to line up blocks horizontally and stack blocks vertically. He
began to use three dimensional patterns, continuing to stack and build, and knock things down.
He frequently lined up his blocks or Legos in rows or long lines and started to build walls (a
square), creating a garage which he stored dinkie cars.
At age four, his structures included deliberate and intentional efforts to achieve symmetry
and balance, and prominent, often decorative patterning. He often sorted and matched shape and
sizes of Legos as he was building so that they are easier to retrieve as he searches. He followed
instructions online on Lego’s website. Types of play included constructive, cooperative and
socio-dramatic play and storytelling intertwined. When he was building something, he added
cars, planes, or figures that would become characters and a story was woven together in the
popular media/fantasy world (e.g. Planes), or building at the ELC. He enacted stories from
shows, altering them to create his own narrative, with a problem or a challenge the characters
have to solve. The show’s narrative was being transformed as he manipulated his toys and he
was literally and figuratively rebuilding the story. He learned about instructions and rules as he
played with Lego and used the instructions to create whatever was on the box; and free play
when he also used Lego to create new objects. He called this “master building” (a term from The
Lego Movie). He began to understand the concept of quantity of ‘how many’; ‘more’ and ‘less’.
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He demonstrated an understanding of the association and relationship of quantity and symbols;
and used mathematical concepts to solve questions and problems that arise during play.
As he approached age five, he continued to work on Lego creations and building
individually and cooperatively, planning and building elaborate structures, revising plans as he
worked. He preferred to have one of us close as he followed the instructions on his Lego sets, but
wanted the independence to do things himself. He exhibited sustained concentration and selfregulation as he built complex structures that included towns, houses, buildings, planes, cars,
boats, animals, and other ‘scenes.’ He continued to use many other toys in his Lego play (after
things were built) to incorporate dramatic play around his creations.
Socio-dramatic (and musical) play. There was plenty of communicative and creative
play happening during the first two years of the study. Socio-dramatic play was evident as E was
engaging in types of artistic expression that included music, drama, and dance when he
performed with his guitar and drums. There was communicative and creative play and expression
that was evident as he was identifying different types of instruments (guitar, drums), dressing up
with hats and delivering his own live performances. He recognizes favourite songs and sings
along, memorizing the lyrics. He also can identify different types of instruments easily. He kept
the beat through dancing, clapping, or banging something.
Over the span of the observations, his physical development was evident from his
beginning explorations with the guitar, to being able to coordinate his movements with the music
or concert videos he was watching and listening to, on the floor and then on a “stage” as he got
older. He was developing an awareness of his body through jumping, dancing, and bouncing to
the music. Through singing, dancing rhyming, clapping, and performing, he learned new
vocabulary, and started to recognize patterns (beats). He started to develop his own sense of
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identity, likes, and preferences of music through exploring different genres of music, concerts on
DVD, and various artists. As he approached age five, he continued to enjoy many genres of
music and listened to the Country Hoedown with family on Saturday nights. He also identified
rhymes and songs with seasons (e.g. Christmas and birthdays).
Play and early literacy. The type of play involved in his early experiences with books
was that of communicative play, where E was developing skills and knowledge in language and
literacies and had appropriate time, space, and guidance to develop a love of stories and books.
He also needed the same time, space and guidance to develop a sense of identity with the culture
and heritage of his family, our community, and our province. He began to experience this
through co-viewing and co-reading his own books that helped him recall experiences and
celebrate family time together (e.g. Shutterfly books).
E was developing a love of stories, songs, rhymes, and storytelling. He listened
attentively when he was read to, whether by a person, or narrated by the author on audio or on
the computer. He used a large variety of books and printed materials in his library (books,
magazines, Shutterfly books), and a little audio library to choose stories from. He identified
favourite characters (like Pete the Cat) and enjoys re-telling the stories from memory.
Vocabulary development. E began to see a speech language pathologist at the age of 18
months and continued for the duration of the study. While it was originally for limited
vocabulary, this quickly changed and was not a concern at the age of two. However, he began to
stutter around 36 months and continued to do so for the length of the study. One of the key
strategies was to ensure that E did not feel rushed and had lots of opportunities to offer his
thoughts, ideas, and talk. Therefore, many of the play episodes documented included extended
periods of play time like Lego, where he was able to direct and pace the conversation as we built
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together. Lego building was not a quiet play time for E. He talked constantly about what he was
building and made up stories as he went, and less frequently was his stutter observed, and only if
he was searching for a word to describe something. His speech language pathologist explained
that it may have also been the case that his brain was moving faster than his mouth, and that as
he continued to learn the grammatical rules of language, it would possibly decrease. His
language development progressed over three years and he has strengths in his ability now to use
language, classification, and ordering. His logical nature was demonstrated in both his ease with
lists of increasingly advanced instructions in his play with Lego; and the way that he explains or
reasons why something may have happened a certain way, and uses his prior knowledge to
explain and reason in conversations.
E demonstrated sophisticated vocabulary development after the age of two, and very
quickly began to use three and four syllable words in the correct context. For example, during
one of the trips across the bridge to Charlottetown from Stratford, when he first began to discuss
the cruise ship schedule, he exclaimed, “Mama! Look at that gi-gan-tic cwuise ship!” He also
learned many new words through the reading and re-reading of his Shutterfly books (e.g. E’s
Alphabet book).
During the digital and/or real-time experimentation with creation of art, there were
opportunities for language learning. In the videos and in my notes, there were records of an adult
scaffolding his experience through providing words for colors, textures, and patterns that emerge
through his experimentation. He learned new words (e.g., “sparkles”) and the names of the
colors, shapes, textures, and descriptive words (e.g., smooth, rough, prickly). At age three and
four, he learned new shapes as the adults around him allow him to explore and experiment and
taught him how to use shapes to create new images with a variety of mediums (paint, clay, play
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dough). He was learning new words and vocabulary through the shows he watched about
universes, magic, mythical creatures and friendship.
The documentation of episodes involving screens demonstrated E’s beginning
understanding of basic grammatical concepts “my Nannie” and beginning to use descriptive
words, including adjectives like “a BIG push,” and new vocabulary, like “swished” the water off
the slide and “bab pappers” (green peppers). Through the use of “my”, we began to see he was
developing an understanding of self in relation to family, community, and friends.
Phonological development, rhymes and rhythm. E learned words, and rhythm (“we
will rock you” and tapped his foot to the beat) and rhyme and started to recognize patterns
through the exposure and learning of new songs, stories, rhymes, and musical performances. He
imitated patterns of beats from music (we will, we will rock you!), and made up new ones.
Comprehension. E maintained focus when being read to, and followed along in a book
when the CD player narrated. He showed preference for certain stories and books (e.g. Pete the
Cat) and interacted in the story responding to questions (e.g. where are Pete’s shoes?). He
understood that there were a variety of texts available to him in stories, flyers, and letters. He
connected events his stories in the Shutterfly books to the fact that they are stories he
remembered from his own life. He learned new words from these texts that are available to him
as well.
Print literacy. He had a large variety of books and printed materials in his library
(books, magazines, Shutterfly books), and an audio library to choose stories from. He identified
favourite characters (like Pete the Cat) and liked re-telling the stories from memory. E was
learning to love books and stories, and developing early literacy skills that were appropriate at
each age and stage between ages two and five.
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Lego characters and building were a motivating topic in his enjoyment of books and other
media (TV) as well. Each month during the 2015–2016 year, there were at least two Lego books
on his scholastic book orders, and he watched episodes of Ninjago, Spinjitsu, and the Lego
Movie on a regular basis. These shows offered him a plethora of new names, languages, and
concepts related to myths and culture. They involved futuristic worlds, the ancient battle art
called Spinjitsu which included elements (Fire, Lightening, Earth, and Ice) and traditional storied
characters of good and evil.
For E, playing with Lego intersected many times with language, his research (on how
something goes together), technology (iPad apps and instructions online), friendships, and
relationship building through time spent together. He keenly continued to build with friends and
family in many different environments.
In summary, the play episodes provided E time, space, and guidance to listen with
understanding and engage in increasingly longer verbal conversational exchanges (Flanagan,
2011), especially with adults. He demonstrated his understanding of quantity (cooking), showed
preferences and recognized names for different foods, and subsequently developed healthy
attitudes toward eating. He explored cause and effect with his hands in various play episodes.
In episodes that involved screen time, E was engaged in social, linguistic learning
through interactive play with a parent or grandparent. He mimicked behaviors and actions
through socio-dramatic play (e.g. use of iPhone/ iPad and cooking) and language through coviewing of photos in many of the experiences that are documented. He also developed a sense of
self in relation to community through the many opportunities to visit the park (e.g. with Nannie)
and experienced play with his family, friends, and community.

175
The Context: Influence and Interactions (the Mesosystem)
Microsystem one: The home. E’s immediate environment at home provided him with
opportunities to explore and to have his own autonomy and control over some of his learning,
which expanded as he got older. He was very much a player in our family and extended family,
and very involved in our lives. He experienced touch and physical interactions that supported
and nurtured his emotional development. He had regular, consistent relationships with us and
extended family, and play time extended into this as well with his cousin, aunts, uncles, and
weekly interactions with grandparents. He had a stable family life, with affection and love. We
supported his physical, emotional, social, spiritual, and cognitive development as best as we
could in a variety of ways that were often based on observations and interests that he
demonstrated to us.
Home and the ELC as iterative. The two microsystems influenced his experiences and
behaviors in terms of collaborating together, communicating, and providing him with
opportunities to play. The influence of each system on the other was iterative. E’s experiences at
the ELC inspired interest at home, and vice versa, and examples include those noted in the
learning stories.
Musical performances at the ELC inspired musical instruments provided by ourselves
and family to E to further encourage something he seemed to have both interest in and
enjoyment. Pots, pans, spoons, shakers, and new toys like a guitar and drums were encouraged
for use at home by his family. Technology afforded access to musical performances in many
locations.
Building and block play happened simultaneously both at home and school and we used
these extended periods of time to spend time together. E used these experiences to experiment
and challenge his capabilities with his friends at the ELC.
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Artistic fine motor development was encouraged slightly more at home than the ELC.
Extended family excitedly provided E with materials, tools, and opportunities to experience and
experiment with art (e.g. paper, pencil crayons, coloring, paint, art class) and modeled it
ourselves (e.g., Art After Dark). E in turn observed us learning alongside him.
Storytelling happened concurrently at both home and the ELC. Many photos in E’s ELC
portfolio showed him enjoying story time with friends, or looking at his portfolio or other books.
There was very little (if any) experience with screen time at the ELC for E. At home,
there were multiple ways that E used technology to learn, communicate, consume, and interact
with people, places, and things. He loved the ability to “text Nannie” or FaceTime with family
and chose to do so versus using the telephone.
Nested ecological systems. There were times when there was a syncing of both nested
systems that surrounded E. For example, after aggressive behavior (and subsequent rise in
tantrums) started, we had regular communication with both educators and director of the EYC to
discuss how to support him in both the home environment and vice versa. Reinforcement at the
ELC of regular rules with some room for autonomy happened simultaneously. Reinforcement at
home of regular bedtimes, meals, and expectations (and even similar language to that of
daycare), reduced screen time, and making sure he had some control over things like picking out
his breakfast, his outfit for the day, incorporating additional snuggle time in mornings and
evenings, were employed based on this communication to support E’s healthy development.
There were also times when there was a disparity between nested ecologies. E was experiencing
rich play opportunities in both environments (home and ELC) but only accessing digital
technologies at home.
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Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development and scaffolding. When I took careful notice
of what his interest was, what he was capable of, when the ELC and family was supportive and
encouraging, we were all able to continue to help him advance through scaffolding learning and
development. Home and the ELC have successfully provided E with the time, space, and
guidance to support his learning and development. The notion of third space was evident as he
drew on what he knew from the domain of the ELC and home to engage in activities in both.
Co-analyzing Research Together
Reflection and reflexiveness about learning. In his analysis of each learning story, E
reinforced that this re-reading of the story made him feel happy. He indicated through the
interaction that he was enjoying looking at the pictures and hearing all the details about his
pathway of learning. Sometimes, the interaction ended with his decision to go play or do
something else (e.g. hockey!), demonstrating how when we are doing analysis with young
children the same ethical guidelines apply; children have the right to withdraw at any time, and
that if they are distracted we (as researchers) should respond appropriately.
E voiced that he wanted to add things to a story “when he was bigger,” which I in turn
interpreted that he wanted to continue to document as we had in the learning stories. This also
affirms that co-viewing learning stories together was a positive experience for him and that he
was a willing participant in the analysis of the data that we gathered. When we started the
process he assented to in the research, he may not have been old enough to understand
everything. However, he understands it now and is satisfied with the “results.”
Social media: Privacy and virtual space. In the summer, when E attended camp, they
took pictures of events and activities with the children and put them on Facebook. I did not give
permission for E’s pictures to be posted, because we are very careful about what we post online
on social media. Sean and I believe that he will have lots of time to decide what he wants his

178
digital footprint to look like when he was older. We are not against sharing pictures online, but
we are very selective about photos we post of him (e.g. he was usually with one of us [a family
picture], or we are careful not to show close up of faces, no bath time photos, etc.). We are both
glad that pictures of us as children are not on social media and do not think it was fair that he
was not involved in the choice of whether his are. E should have a voice in this decision. I
documented a conversation about this in my notebook:
As I was clicking through the pictures on Camp Facebook, I asked him if he was in the
group photo and he said “no, they took me and two other kids out of the group to the side
when they took it.” I thought it sounded like he was being excluded (which he was) but
started to second guess my decision. I asked, “did this make you sad not to be in the
group photo?” to which he replied, “No, but why wasn’t I?” I explained that I “did not
mind them taking his photo, but that I only posted a couple of photos online because you
never really know who is looking at them, and we have lots of ways to enjoy our photos
we take together. I can change it, and give permission if you really want to be part of the
group photos in the future?” he said, “No mama, I don’t really want to be on Facebook
right now, maybe later.”
Do it again! A recurring theme started to emerge in his analysis process. When he saw
the documentation or learning that was happening in the learning story, he expressed his desire to
experience it again (e.g. paint again, make soup, read Shutterfly books). He did not ask to
remove anything or tell me something is “wrong” yet, and seemed pleased with not only the
learning stories themselves, but with his “help” in analyzing them further.
In summary, I have provided a description of the findings through five learning stories to
show both how E was experiencing play and digital technologies over the three years and how

179
his ecological systems influenced these experiences. In addition, the reader gets a glimpse into
how he engaged in co-analysis in the research. The next chapter will discuss these findings
further and connect them to the literature and theoretical frameworks that informed the study.
Tensions and ideas will be explored and problematized. In addition, implications and
recommendations along with limitations of the research, reflections as a parent-researcher, and
possibilities for future research will be discussed.

180
Chapter Five: Discussion
In the previous chapter, I shared salient findings that were the result of data collection
over a three-year period. I now turn to a discussion of these findings, where I integrate them with
the current research literature in the area of digital play in the early years.
The purpose of this case study research was to examine my son’s play, over the span of
three years, in the context of our family and nested networks (i.e., home, the Early Learning
Centre [ELC], extended family). The goals of the research were threefold. I wanted to explore
and understand: (1) how E used a variety of digital tools in our home context in his play
activities with our family; (2) how proximal processes and bio-ecological systems influenced his
play with and without digital tools; and, finally, (3) how he played a part in the co-analysis of the
research with me. The five learning stories in the previous chapter contributed to findings that
answer these three questions, and they will be further discussed in this chapter.
The research involved myself and my son, along with other family, including my
husband, E’s maternal and paternal grandparents, and our extended family. It included hours of
multimodal play that involved E and our family learning together. We shared activities such as
art making, reading together using print and digital resources, playing outside, playing with Lego
and looking up further Lego instructions on the iPad/internet, cooking together from recipe books
(as well as finding online recipes), taking videos/photos (prompting discussions about memories
made) to create digital books of family stories, creating art (both online and offline), making
music (and watching concerts on YouTube), and watching TV and movies together. All the
while, E was engrossed in environments that supported the development of early literacy skills
and included artistic play, block play, socio-dramatic play, and outdoor play.
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Based on my pedagogical perspective, including recommendations from research (Berson
& Berson, 2010; Cope, & Kalantzis, 2000; Deitz & Kashin, 2012; Lankshear & Knobel, 2003;
Marsh et al., 2005; Mitchell & Dunbar, 2006; NAEYC, 2012; Plowman, et al., 2016; Van
Scooter Boss, 2002; Wang et al., 2010), the goal of my research and practice for three years was
to include digital technology in our lives as a natural and meaningful practice and to examine
ways in which E used it in his play. While statements from the NAEYC and Fred Rogers Centre
warn about the use of digital technology with young children, I also entered into the research
with intent aligned with the stance on the importance of interactivity and intentionality, and with
what Guernsey (2012) considers the three C’s—content, context, and the child—when choosing
to use digital technology with young children. Several years of research noted above also
suggested that the learning opportunities for both child and adults are greater when technology is
used together (between adult and child) in social, natural, and integrated ways.
Data analysis led to the creation of five learning stories, which provided rich
opportunities to explore and analyze play, a concept that some call elusive (Harwood, 2017;
Sutton-Smith, 1997). Play is usually engaged in for enjoyment and recreation, often defined as
creative, make believe, voluntary, and universal (Golinkoff, Hirsch-Pasek, Russ, & Lillard,
2013) and involves representation of ideas through games and actions (Sutton-Smith, 2008). The
play episodes documented weaved together both concrete (traditional) play and digital play that
was fluid as E made meaning of his experiences. Very little research examines the use of digital
technology with children aged 2–5 longitudinally, nor with the child as a co-researcher.
Therefore, my research conducted from a parent-researcher perspective makes a significant
contribution to the literature. Similarly, Wang et al. (2010) explored Bronfenbrenner’s theory of
bio-ecological development to help them make sense of children’s emerging practices with

182
technology in the virtual world, but few researchers have explored it over time, a concept
important to Bronfenbrenner’s latest work in 2005. In this chapter, I discuss the findings based
on the theoretical frameworks (Bronfenbrenner, 2005; Clark & Moss, 2005; Farrell, 2005a;
Vygotsky, 1978) and the research literature that informed my study. In addition, I highlight
implications of this study, recommendations for future research, limitations of the research, and
my reflections as a parent-researcher.
Answering Research Question One: How E Used Digital Tools in Play
“Bovi town mama, again!” (E asks to see the music video of Bon Jovi’s “I love this town” music
video on the iPad: age two years, three months)
In the final section of chapter four, I presented a synthesis of how E learned and
developed through play, including how he used digital tools alongside and within his play
experiences. In response to research question one, I identified five themes: developing digital
literacies, multimodal affordances, enabled research opportunities, facilitated perspective taking,
and independent experimentation. Tensions around how E used these digital tools are also
discussed in this section.
Developing Digital Literacies in Play
The role of digital technology in E’s play was woven into developmentally appropriate
play that he experienced at home with family. A variety of digital technologies added value to
the play experience and acted as instruments and tools that supported or enhanced his play (e.g.,
searching for Lego instructions online, watching an original concert by his favourite singer).
These were not forcibly integrated into our family life but integrated more naturally when
opportunities arose in our everyday family life. This is in contrast to studies that examined solely
one type of technological tool like an iPad (Bers & Kazakoff, 2013; Umaschi & Horn, 2010) or
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online (virtual) software with children (e.g., Webkinz) (Burke & Marsh, 2014; Wang et al., 2010;
Yelland, 2010) to study what happens when children use the tool in specific ways (Berson &
Berson, 2010; Rose, Fitzpatrick, Mersereau, & Whitty, 2017; Winters & Memme, 2017).
However, the approach I took in this study very much aligns with research on the pervasiveness
of digital family literacy practices embedded in children’s daily lives (Blanchard & Moore, 2010;
Davidson, 2009; Marsh, et al., 2015; McPherson, 2011; Plowman et al., 2012; Wolfe & Flewitt,
2010).
In my study, mobile digital tools (e.g., iPad, play guitar, CD player) acted as “placed
resources” (Prinsloo, 2005; Prinsloo & Rowsell, 2012) and as provocations (materials, concepts,
interests that expand on a child’s thought, project, idea, or interest) for play and learning
(Edwards, Gandini, & Forman, 1998). Resembling Edwards’ findings (2011, 2013), there were
rich opportunities to link traditional and digital play that were rooted in E’s everyday
experiences.
E also used digital technology in his literacy practices and meaning-making by imitating
adults (Marsh et al., 2005; Pahl & Rowsell, 2011). For example, E and his father were reading
multimodal texts such as flyers that were embodied in social practices and family traditions, akin
to the idea of literacy events discussed by Shirley Brice Heath (1983). E used digitized texts that
included family narratives and history (e.g., Shutterfly books of family narratives and history) as
cultural artifacts and as funds of knowledge (Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992). He
demonstrated a form of representation when he used a camera to take pictures of his creations
and his Lego builds, using “materials to fashion artifacts and resemiotize” the meanings of the
things around him (Wohlwend, 2017, p.171). In doing so, he created multimodal texts that
represented his ideas and understandings, analogous to the findings of Yelland (2010) and Clark
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(2003), where digital technology offered possibilities for developing shared language between E
and myself.
He also employed technology as a multimodal literacy tool (Pahl & Rowsell, 2011) when
he used a CD player to listen to stories and his digital storybooks, and as a tool to communicate
across space and place, through co-writing with me to email his playmates or remixing a
traditional read-aloud over FaceTime. Scholars have illustrated similar findings through their
studies about multimodality (Flewitt, 2008; Jewitt & Kress, 2003; Lancaster, 2003; Pahl &
Rowsell, 2011; Stein, 2008). Multimodal experiences “support multisensory learning, strengthen
early literacy skills, and enhance choice and motivation and creativity” (Woloshyn, Grierson, &
Lane, 2017, p. 91). In fact, Pahl (1999) found that boys in particular seemed to be more
motivated and engaged when they were encouraged to communicate and make meaning using
multiple modes in her research, which was also corroborated by McPherson (2011), about
parents and children’s use of tablets at home.
E engaged in imaginative storytelling as he painted images inspired by popular media
(e.g., My Little Pony, Planes the movie) and combined various modes (e.g., painting, Lego
building) of representing and communicating these remixed stories. Rowsell (2017) argued that
the use of multiple modes of representation is common for young children, as the texts they
create often include a mixture of images and words, and that their creating/art-making is often
accompanied by talking aloud. This finding is also echoed in the work of Rose and colleagues
(2017). In our case of painting and storytelling outside, the space offered a different environment
to inspire creativity. This is an example of in-between space that McTavish (2014) used to
describe how children “conceptualize their daily lives, social interactions, with both formal and
informal literacy contexts in flexible, playful, and technologically contemporary ways…theme
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related play is evident in sociodramatic activities” (p. 319). While E used digital tools in a
variety of multimodal ways, there was also a clear sense that the digital technologies provided
affordances to his everyday life.
Multimodal Affordances
Digital technology provided affordances and multimodalities to play situations and
contributed to the meaning-making that transpired in E’s play (e.g., FaceTime read aloud,
accessible recipes for cooking, family books, and storytelling) (Abrams, 2017; Pahl & Rowsell,
2011). Digital play was also positioned as a situated social practice, akin to literacy events
(Heath, 1983), where technology was involved in social interactions (e.g., FaceTime). Situated
social practices would also assume that what E did (or was able to do) with the technology was
much more important than what technology did itself (Hamilton, 2010).
Digital technology, such as the iPad, afforded E access to new music, performances by
his favourite artists, TV shows, games, and a camera that he used. In fact, he often wanted to
explore these features independently. Rowsell (2017) shows that the iPad is an important,
contextually bound resource for play and meaning-making. Even at age two, E was quite capable
of exploring YouTube and the apps on his iPad to watch music and nursery rhyme videos.
Likewise, YouTube has become increasingly popular in young children’s online practices, play,
and enjoyment (Chaudron et al., 2015; Marsh et al., 2015). Edwards (2013) found that popular
media influenced both traditional and converged play for children. Additionally, children often
engage passionately with characters (Marsh et al., 2015). As E aged, these findings were akin to
the role popular media had in his life, increasingly influencing his own artwork, interests, and
dramatic play. For example, the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles shows and movies influenced his
choice of clothing, art he created, and dramatic play, where he re-enacted a fighting scene. While
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it is important to allow children choice and agency as they grow into independence, it was still
important to weave it into parent-engaged learning (e.g., using YouTube for nursery rhymes
together), rather than mindless viewing and usage.
During several play episodes, E used technology (whether an iPad, video, or toy guitar)
to make music. Similar to Tomlinson’s (2013) and Niland’s (2009) research that involves
literacy and music in early childhood, E was involved in singing, dancing, remixing (and making
up) lyrics, learning new vocabulary and phonemic awareness, spatial relations, imitation of
gestures, and creative expression. He used his fine and gross motor movements to convey new
understandings of rhythm and space, and he improvised and imitated gestures from music videos
he watched on the iPad. Intersections of social, cultural, and digital literacies were present and
important in his understanding of the world and thus co-construction of knowledge (Kress,
2010). Similar to Kress (2003) and Tomlinson (2014), his music play was often joyful and
spontaneous, and E represented his meaning-making through what Countryman and Gabriel
(2014) called “musicking”’ (p.4). Furthermore, as emphasized by Rogoff (2003), the everyday
cultural moments within our family, whether weekly listening and dancing to the Saturday Night
Hoedown (a local radio program) or an impromptu dance party, became evident as “family
music rituals” (Barrett, 2009, p.128) that were important in E’s literacy development.
Enabled Research Opportunities
Similar to the findings of Memme and Winters (2017) and Rose et al. (2017), the ways in
which E used various digital technologies provided him with diverse learning opportunities.
Between the ages of two and five, the iPad provided E opportunities to learn about inquiry, and it
led to the development of his sense of agency in learning (Harwood & Scott, 2017). E used
digital technology (both the iPad and/or our phones) for research in a variety of ways, including
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times where it was used as a tool for research (instructions for Lego patterns, checking the cruise
ship schedule, and exploring letters, numbers, and colours). He also used digital technology as a
reflection of learning and as a tool to interact with photos, videos, and memories with a peer or
adult. It served as an enabler of multimodal literacies that integrated the role of culture,
family/community, and identity. It allowed E “play back” learning experiences; for example,
demonstrating efforts to communicate (selfie video) with adults, view his emergent numeracy
(counting to 13), and practice new vocabulary (“swished the water off” see Figure 96: E and
Nannie telling stories together).
Facilitated Perspective Taking
E’s use of the iPad and the learning that occurred using it can be linked to other findings
also documented by Winters and Memme (2017). Specifically, these everyday play opportunities
and the documentation of them enabled him to take on different perspectives. Through
conversations about his personal experiences, he engaged in story-sharing that developed
personal memories that contributed to his identity construction (Carr & Lee, 2012; Nelson,
2000). In contrast to Zimmerman, Christakis, and Meltzoff (2007) who warned about decreased
vocabulary because of (possibly passive) screen time, video documentation showed how E
engaged in increased language and vocabulary development and social interaction with other
members of his family, like his cousin and his grandmother (“Nannie”). This also signals that
there is a difference between passive screen time and (inter)active screen time with a trusted and
supportive adult.
Independent Experimentation
E utilized technology in independent ways. He used the iPad for play and as a tool for
passive viewing of popular shows and movies through iTunes and Netflix. This behaviour is
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consistent with findings from Ofcom’s yearly reports (2015), which highlight the range of
devices, internet access, and media viewing that young children engage in. E used the iPad
independently as a manipulative and to engage in a different form of puzzle play (e.g., Lego
games, Tozzle), as well as additional multimodal literacy and numeracy practices discussed
shortly. He also used it autonomously as a distraction, during long-distance travel (e.g., in
airplanes and airports) and for play therapy (CBC News, 2013, 2015) during his hospital stay.
After playing with interactive applications, he would often switch to a passive activity, such as
viewing a movie or using Netflix. Parallel to findings reported by Harwood et al. (2015), I argue
that he also experienced empowerment by his ability to use the tools available to him—tools that
fostered a sense of agency to pursue play, learning, or inquiry of his own choosing.
E experimented playfully with cause and effect through applications like Art Maker and
Draw Pad (e.g., when he touched the screen with his finger, it made a mark with a paintbrush).
The digital art-making offered a quick erase and re-try option for him and provided a plethora of
choices for digital mediums like stickers, paint, thick or thin lines, and objects like trucks and
planes in which he was interested. One of his favourite games to play on the iPad was Tozzle,
which also supported his experimentation of cause and effect and problem solving through
digitized puzzles. He experimented with different elements of Lego on screen and was provided
with as much choice in the online games as he was with his Lego blocks at home. What was
interesting here and has been noted by other scholars (Marsh, Plowman, Yamanda-Rice, Bishop
& Scott, 2016; Wohlwend, 2017) is the fluidity of contemporary play in which E engaged,
moving across media, space, and time and engaging in digital play. His playful experimentations
resulted in photographs of himself, toys he liked to play with, and spaces in his environment, a
finding documented in recent research by Rose et al. (2017).
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It was evident that there were a variety of ways in which digital technology, like the iPad,
supported learning, communication, and relationships in nested systems, and provided an
additional dimension of play for E in his play episodes (Harwood, 2017). It was also evident that
E adapted to using digital technologies in a variety of contexts, demonstrating their protean
nature (ability to serve a multitude of purposes), an affordance that emerged from the interaction
over the three-year period across the nested ecologies in which they were used (Jones &
Schneider, 2016; Papert, 1980).
Tensions with Digital Technology
Indeed, it is important to note that my findings corroborate the results of many previous
studies in this growing field of research. However, my work has also revealed tensions around
what it means to be a parent-researcher in a digital world. My husband and I grappled with
several of these tensions during the period of the study. These included tensions around what,
how much, where, and with whom E should or should not be using digital technology. We also
discussed to what extent we should be limiting and controlling technology, according to the
warnings and guidelines from research and position statements. We deliberated the possible
effects of passive screen time and with E being “plugged in.” We considered the amount and
type of screen time that would occur at our parents’ houses, as well as the emerging violent
aggressive behaviour that may have been attributed to the amount, type, and content of screen
time viewed. In fact, we considered several of the following strategies as identified by
researchers (Chaudron, 2015; Livingstone & Helsper, 2008; Livingstone, Haddon, Görzig, &
Ólafsso, 2011; Nikken & Jansz, 2014): co-use, active mediation, restrictive mediation, and
supervision. Also aligned with the research, the younger E was, the more restrictions we had
(Livingstone et al., 2017). As a parent-researcher, I found it to be a constant battle between what
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I/we knew and the day-to-day realities of the omnipresent nature of the digital presence in our
lives.
The NAEYC (2012) maintains that technology and media should not replace activities
such as creative play, real-life exploration, physical activity, outdoor experiences, conversation,
or social interactions that are important for children’s development. Tempering this, however, is
that these activities (in our experiences) have expanded now that digital technologies are so
pervasive in our lives. We heeded the advice of the position statements based on our desire to do
what was best for E and ensured that developmentally appropriate exposure and practices guided
our decisions about our son’s use of technology. Therefore, we also felt a sense of duty and a
need to restrict or control the ways that E accessed digital technologies in his play and family life
and within the nested ecologies that went beyond ours. Below, is an excerpt from my research
notes in 2013, where I explained some regulations we had in place for E’s use of digital
technology:
Sean and I did not expose E to any screens as passive viewing before the age of 18
months. We engage in co-viewing photographs on our iPads, and we do not have a TV in
our living room area so there is never TV on in the background. We remind our parents
that we do not want the TV on when E is present, and they (sometimes begrudgingly)
oblige/ entertain our requests. I am especially emphatic over not having any news, TV or
radio turned on, as I do not believe that young children need to see or hear the violence
that permeates these narratives. (Research notes, April 15, 2013)
My own parental pedagogy was being enacted into E’s access to digital play, which some
researchers say is significant to the discussion about young children’s digital literacies
(Harwood, 2017; Kucirkova, 2014a). For example, we made decisions about boundaries with
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technology and media. Similar to play dough and art making, E’s access to digital technology
was also organized and restricted during part of the daily routine, such as bedtime, mealtime, and
time spent commuting in the car. These findings parallel McPherson’s reported findings (2011),
where the social structures of home-life led to restrictions being in place for the usage of digital
technology.
Similar to findings in earlier research with early childhood educators (Roach O’Keefe &
Moffatt, 2013), position statements gave rise to fear and/or guilt around educating children in the
digital age. Despite being highly educated and committed to rich educational experiences within
our family, Sean and I still experienced this guilt and fear. However, this positionality influenced
the way in which we read these statements. We used our understanding of these statements as a
learning opportunity so that we could ensure developmentally appropriate and mediated practices
for E when using digital technology. This approach also supported conversations around
developing digital citizenship.
Technology and outdoor play. When our iPad arrived in the mail and I offered it to E,
he responded by asking to play outside instead. While there were many ways in which both we
and his EYC had offered diverse ways to play outside, technology had never been part of this
and, therefore, he may have seen the tablet as flat and uninteresting. In previous research, both
parents (Rose et al., 2017) and ECEs (Roach O’Keefe & Moffatt, 2013) had positioned digital
technologies as a threat to social interactions and contributing to nature deficit. It also called to
mind “concerns and complaints about increasing screen time for young children that are often
countered by a call to be ‘in the outdoors’” (Rose, Fitzpatrick, Mersereau, & Whitty, 2017, p.16)
for healthy child development (Louv, 2008). This notion caused me to pause, and similar to Rose
et al.’s outdoor iPad project (2017), I initially wondered if the nature–culture binary was present.
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Moreover, it also demonstrated how E and I might both be positioning traditional play with
digital play (Rose et al., 2017). This reflection provided an early and salient moment to challenge
the notion that these types of play had to be opposing or divergent experiences, ensuring that we
offered him both many opportunities to play outdoors and to engage in play that often happened
indoors (like painting).
The moment when E chose an outdoor experience over the offering of an iPad reflected
the very dichotomy often presented in the literature noted above. This initial moment in the early
stages of my research documentation and reflection allowed me to reflect on the ways in which I
was going to research how my son used digital technology through play. I concluded that I
should approach the research without specific outcomes in mind and that I should approach his
play-based experiences as a “tuned-in, caring, [and] responsive adult” (Donohue, 2014, p.27;
Guernsey, 2012).
Positive association between screen time and behaviour. On multiple occasions, my
husband and I noticed a positive association between increased exposure to passive screen time
with increased aggressive behaviour and an increase in difficulty in self-regulation, especially
during the final year of the study, when E was four years old. There are various studies that link
violent media content with aggression in children (Anderson et al., 2003; Christakis et al., 2013;
Murray et al., 2006; Rowan, 2010), but many of these studies focus on video gaming and severe
cases. Specifically, Manganello and Taylor (2009) warned about aggressive behaviour as a
potential negative impact of screen time, and we did observe effects from specific shows like
Transformers or movies like The Jungle Book. These shows and movies seemed to incite
aggression and violence; therefore, we used this as a teachable moment to talk to E about when
rough and tumble play is appropriate. Much like Radesky and Christakis (2016), we found that
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while there were opportunities for media to be engaging for E, there was a need for adult
mediation with screen media with an opportunity to talk about what we were watching together.
While this particular association with E’s behaviour is related to passive versus interactive
applications, these findings (about imitation) are related to those of Di Cesare, Harwood, and
Rowsell (2016), where they reported that children imitated what they saw on screen via the
Grandma’s Kitchen app, a virtual, interactive grandma who dances and bakes with the user
(Rowsell, 2017). In addition, while there was evidence of imitation and using new vocabulary
(e.g., E saying, I kill you!), we had to make the decision about whether certain shows or movies
were appropriate (e.g., not violent). In the end, we mediated the exposure to certain shows and
limited time spent passively viewing material.
Hearing, speech, and screen time. During the time of the study, E was seeing speech
language pathologists who were partnered with audiology services. Therefore, as partners in his
intervention process, we were cognizant of both being allies in his language development
(Lowry, 2016) and ensuring that his hearing was healthy (Cannon, 2015). We were mindful of
physical health implications of screen time, particularly hearing and eyesight risks. Therefore,
we provided E with headphone restrictions/noise cancelling earphones when we attended our
first movie theatre and for use on airplanes. Young children are particularly vulnerable to noise–
induced hearing loss (WHO, 2011), so we controlled the decibels with noise cancelling
headphones to prevent him from increasing the volume. This was important in promoting digital
tech-safe listening for E.
Transitions and assessment in early childhood. During E’s preschool years, we felt
pressure, not just about screen time, but also about how to support his learning and development
with the impending start of kindergarten. Standardized assessments like the Ages and Stages
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Questionnaire (ASQ) and the Early Year’s Evaluation (EYE) are designed to provide
information about the development (or delayed development) of a child, so that adults can ensure
support is provided to that child if needed. In our experience, the ASQ and EYE happened within
six months of each other and also prompted us to wonder if we were doing enough to support E’s
early learning and development and second-guess our competence as parents. I was an
experienced family literacy researcher, and we did all the things that families were “supposed”
to do to support early literacy development like reading, bedtime stories, singing, rhyming,
counting, cooking, playing outside, talking, and telling stories. Research findings reinforced
these notions of early literacy development and support (Anderson, Anderson, & Sadiq, 2017;
Clark, 1976; Gregory, 2005; Heath, 1983; Mui & Anderson, 2008; Purcell-Gates, 1996; Taylor
& Dorsey-Gaines, 1988) but I wondered if there was something more we could do.
Tensions also emerged here between formative and summative assessment of early
learning and what matters. As a researcher with experience in early literacy, what I considered
important for early learning centered on relationships, environments, opportunities, and coconstructed learning; and was often revealed through documentation of early childhood learning
(Carr & Lee, 2012; Drummond, 2016; Katz & Chard, 1996, 2000; Mallaguzzi, 1994; Rinaldi,
1998; Seitz, 2008; Shores & Grace, 2005). Throughout data collection, I created learning stories
that documented E’s growing understanding in several domains. However, the formative
assessments and standardized tests (particularly the results about fine motor development) made
me skeptical of the evidence I had gathered. In fact, the very reason for creating learning stories
through pedagogical documentation is to “make explicit these subjective relational moments
which are too often silenced by rationalities of individualism, standardization, and
universalisms” (Rose, 2012 as cited in Rose et al., 2017, p. 21). Thus, I forged ahead and
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continued to document E’s fine motor development through play, and I made visible the
development that had occurred.
In summary, I learned and experienced firsthand both how standardized assessments like
the ASQ and EYE incite fear in parents. I also learned that the ASQ indeed happened at a timely
moment in E's preschool development, at four years of age, because it gave us time to enrich the
opportunities to strengthen an area that eventually showed developmentally appropriate
improvement, similarly noted by Parette, Quesenberry, & Blum (2010). However, it was because
we had the resources and support to do so. In addition, we had a plethora of documentation to
paint a holistic picture of E’s learning, regardless of his point on the developmental continuum.
In the end, it was the summative assessment that made me question our competence in
supporting his learning, but it was the formative documentation and learning stories that
reinstituted both our confidence in competence and contributed to his own sense of competence.
The role of the learning stories will be further discussed later in this chapter.
Answering Research Question Two: How Proximal Processes and Bio-ecological Systems
Influenced E’s Play
“Nannie yuv you” (E kisses the screen and says goodbye on FaceTime to Nannie: Age two years,
four months)
In order to answer research question two—How proximal processes and bio-ecological
systems influenced E’s play—, it was imperative to examine each of the components of
Bronfenbrenner’s proximal processes (person, process, context, over time [PPCT]) with E’s
nested ecological systems. In this context, we see how E’s motivation, temperament, gender, and
biology all influenced his capacity to engage in play and learning with and without digital
explorations. He developed and learned through play opportunities that were supported by us, his
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parents, grandparents, and extended family as illustrated in the last section of the previous
chapter. There were also themes that I identified about the influence of: family and
intergenerational literacies; the chemistry of nested ecologies; the second-level digital divide;
and E’s early childhood educators and (their/our) digital literacies.
Family and Intergenerational Literacies
A great deal of E’s play was with family members, and his bond with his Nannie emerges
as central to many of the documentations in the study. Notably, E’s grandparents were a very
influential and important element in his experiences and learning. The relationship was also
reciprocal. As grandparents were scaffolding his learning and experiences, he was also teaching
them about new ways of reading (see Figure 96: E and Nannie telling stories together) and how
to use an iPhone (e.g. Nannie got her first iPhone and used it frequently to communicate with E).
Intergenerational literacy practices were evident as his grandparents used technology to connect
with E to record memories and to create family narratives together (Heydon, 2013, 2017). He
learned that he could connect with them in virtual ways (e.g., over FaceTime), that he could
share games with them (e.g., Tozzle), and use photographs to recount stories of adventures they
had together (e.g., at the park). There is limited research on how children’s digital literacy
practices like these are woven into family life, but Marsh et al. (2017) documented preliminary
research that corroborates these findings. Similar to Heydon’s (2013) and Pahl and Rowsell’s
(2007) work in intergenerational literacies, I observed connections between the social and
literacy practices, identities, people seeing themselves in terms of their own funds of knowledge
(Moll et al., 1992), and expanded modes of communication (Jewitt & Kress, 2003).
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The Dynamics of Nested Ecologies
There were several fluid and dynamic interactions among the relationships in E’s
microsystems (Wang et al., 2010). These interactions supported literacy and language
development (e.g., reading Shutterfly books together) and contributed to his sense of agency and
identity (e.g., through the reading of learning stories and review of digital photos and videos)
akin to the layered literacies framework (Abrams, 2017). Adults supporting him learned that he
was both capable and competent in navigating many digital platforms (e.g., YouTube,
applications like Lego or Tozzle).
While there was a syncing between the nested systems of home and preschool for
traditional play and communication about how best to support E’s development (e.g., we agreed
on aspects of play, guidance, nutrition), there was also a clear disconnect on pedagogy about
screen time (e.g., we allowed it, they did not). There was more permeable divide between home
and the ELC in other ways of using technology, for instance when E and I wrote an email to his
ECE and playmates, and received a response telling him all about what was happening at the
centre complete with photographs. This digital communication was an example of what
Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 2005) bio-ecological system described as interconnected, dynamic, and
fluid, and what Wang et al. (2010) asserted as important for enhancing the potential of
connection and learning in nested systems.
The second-level digital divide. While E was exposed to many types of technology at
home, his educators were open in their beliefs that there was very little room for screens in early
childhood programs. Wang et al. (2010) discuss this type of situation as a conflicting interaction
within E’s microsystem and mesosystems. The ELC agreed with the position statements and
warnings from the NAEYC and the AAP and his educators were open about their belief as well

198
that “as long as children are being exposed to screens at home, at the very least we can [do is to]
make sure they [screens] are not here –because that could double the amount of time in one day”
(Research notes, April 10, 2013). At the ELC, E’s total screen time was less than five minutes
watching a piece of documentation on a computer screen with playmates, as educators mediated
the interactive discussion about what they were watching. Even though E was not exposed to
digital technology in his early learning center, he was exposed to digital technology in his home
environment, mediated by our perceptions about how or whether to use technology. Therefore
evident was what Lane (2017) calls a “second-level digital divide” between access and use of
technology by educators at the ELC and E’s family at home. Second-level divides are concerned
with “ways that technology is differently engaged based on socio-cultural contexts” (p.73). What
was also present here was a somewhat simplistic dichotomy of what Resnick (2018) challenges
us to think – not in terms of screen time being good versus bad – but in terms of searching for
that digital opportunity where adults can scaffold children’s creative thinking and/or expression.
Also suggested by Ball-Rokeach and Jung (2008) is the notion that it is not simply access that
privileges people in some way, but that we must examine multiple and multidimensional
conceptions of the divide in order to understand it better.
Tensions within E’s nested ecologies were been influenced by our own education and
digital skills, similar to the research on parental mediation (Livingstone et al., 2017; Mascheroni,
Livingstone, Drier, & Chaudron, 2016). Examples of this included our desire for him to have
limited screen time, our desire to have control over the type of television programming he was
exposed to at home and at his grandparents’ houses, and our concern over his lack of
opportunities at the ELC for artistic and fine motor development as noted earlier. E’s experiences
clearly represent those of a child with a high socioeconomic status and high access to
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technologies, a highly supportive array of nested systems to nurture his learning and
development. Similar to findings reported by Wang et al. (2010) from their research with one
kindergarten child, I propose that it is important to continue to assess the early learning
landscape and how it unfolds for young children.
What is interesting here is that while Sean and I and the ELC have similar organizational
foundations (like the NAEYC statement) (situated in the exosystem) that have influenced our
decisions about how or whether to use digital technologies with E, our interpretations and
decisions remain different. One reason for this might be fear influencing decisions. The AAP and
NAEYC instill a fear in adults and their statements imply that a decision has already been made
about whether young children should be exposed to screen time and interactive technology.
However, children are interacting with it whether adults like it or not, so what this study then
offers are possibilities about how to engage with and mediate usage to protect and respect
children’s autonomy. For example, while YouTube potentially offers more risk to children under
the age of eight because of the ‘rolling’ content (Marsh et al., 2017) (as I saw when E watched
nursery rhymes one morning and an non-developmentally appropriate video began to play), we
discovered another application to download our favourite YouTube videos to mitigate this risk.
(Note: YouTube Kids may have been another option but it was not released until 2015, after this
transpired in the study).
In addition to this point is the influence of E’s macrosystem, or cultural context, over
time. This includes an understanding of our socio-economic status (SES) as a set of forces that
cut across E’s nested ecologies which distances our family’s experiences from other Canadian
families. Our position in terms of education, income, occupations, and thus access places us in a
position of privilege as members in the top 20% of SES in Prince Edward Island. While
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technology is ubiquitous across the majority of Canadians’ lives, our SES sets us apart from
others who may not have the advantages to mediate or critically think about, for example, how E
begins to take control of his place in the virtual. The ‘second-level digital divide’ described
above then, may be irrelevant in our case because we are capable of compensating for it.
However, Harris, Straker and Pollock (2017) propose another ‘digital divide’ which impacts us
more about how (not if) young people use digital technology. In their study, contrary to early 21st
century research (Becker, 2000), 98.9% of participants had access to technology; but the
difference was in the ways participants used it. The higher the SES, the more interactive the use
was and the more the children participated in physical activity; whereas the lower SES, the more
passive the digital experiences were. Of value from this study are our insights that were
experienced with both interactive and passive use, and how we might share these with other
parents and educators.
E’s early childhood educators and (their/our) digital literacies. The view among
ECEs that children in their centers should not be watching screens was reinforced by Cviko et al.
(2014) who stated that educator’ beliefs and perceptions of technology influence how likely they
are to use it in their practice with children. In previous pilot research, we also found that ECEs
on PEI had voiced several concerns and fears about using technology with young children,
ranging from practical issues to pedagogical ones involving health, safety, and inciting learning
deficits (Roach O’Keefe, & Moffatt, 2013). They acknowledged this was the beginning to a
conversation in 2012; however, six years later there has been little training about how to use
digital technology with young children in developmentally appropriate ways, nor little discussion
about digital citizenship (with respect to privacy, identity, rights of children) in the virtual (e.g.,
posting pictures online via documentation). This debate between gatekeepers (i.e., parents and
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ECEs) of whether and how children should be exposed to technology in the early years continues
in PEI (Lane, 2017; Plowman & McPake, 2012; Roach O’Keefe & Moffatt, 2013). However,
like research by O’Mara and Laidlaw (2011) with their own children, there is hope that
innovative adults might use new digital tools in new ways with young children. While this
research is about our family in a narrow SES bracket, there are approximately 38% of Island
children who attend licensed early childhood programs, with an additional, unknown percent of
children who are cared for at home or in unregulated care (Government of Canada, 2017). Given
that digital technology is so pervasive with families (89% of PEI households are internet users)
(Statistics Canada, 2011, 2017) and educators have voiced the desire to learn more (Roach
O’Keefe & Moffatt, 2013), there is a timely opportunity in the early years with respect to
training and professional development with ECEs. I would suggest that it is time in Prince
Edward Island to re-open both dialogue and policy about digital citizenship in the early years and
reconsider what this means for our youngest 21st century early learners.
How E influenced his nested systems. E’s mesosystem was filled with caring adults
from both microsystems (home and the EYC) he was also influenced by his third level system,
the exosystem. For example, how I was parenting and how we conducted research together was
influenced by my work, research, practice, and policies in early childhood education
(Bronfenbrenner, 2005). However, E also influenced his own ecologies in various ways through
his digital play. Noted above, he taught his grandparents many things about digital technologies
(i.e. how to work FaceTime, turn on the DVD player, or play Tozzle). Also, while the EYC
resisted the use of digital tools in play, the ECEs reciprocated email exchanges with photographs
in response to his messages while he was away on vacation. He also influenced his exosystem by
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virtue of being part of this research and contributing to the image of the child as capable and
competent.
Answering Research Question Three: E and his Co-Analysis of the Data
“My see?” (E asks to see a video of himself: Age two years, three months)
“Observing and interpreting what children do and why they do it probes the connection
between thinking and questioning, and shows or makes visible the way children are
making meaning of their learning or their interaction with the world” (BC Ministry of
Education, 2009, p. 12).
In order to answer research question three, I found three noteworthy themes that were
important to E’s co-analysis of the data. These themes were: the role of the learning stories; the
emerging concept of digital citizenship related to digital literacies; and the importance of
revisiting the data with young children. Each of these will be discussed below with several
surfacing sub-themes.
The Role of the Learning Stories
There are three ways in which E analyzed the data in the learning stories. First, he
analyzed his abilities through watching his own participation and mastery of experiences (“Can
we do it again? I did a good job!” Research notes, October 14, 2017). His analysis prompts a
higher level thinking and reflection on his own learning for a six-year-old boy. He was able to
review his data, reflect on it, and draw conclusions based on this. For example, when he was
good at something (barbequing hotdogs, building a tower), or that he learned something (how to
count), which offered a more authentic assessment for him than an adult telling him a mere
“good job.” This was a demonstration of ‘growth mindset’ (Dweck, 2013, 2017) through
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learning stories (Carr & Lee, 2012) that offered him an opportunity to focus on ability and his
perseverance even if he struggled during the task.
Second, he was participating in what Carr (2005) called an “identity referenced
assessment” through learning stories which can become “a jointly owned tool for sustained
thinking about learning” (p. 42). Carr also asserted that these shared interactions can set up
features of learner agency central to recognition of interest, co-authoring, and self-assessment.
Third, he took the opportunity in the analysis process for his “right to correction”
(Sargeant & Harcourt, 2012, p. 88) in two instances: first, as he added to the story with a picture
of his My Little Pony book, and second, when he asked to ensure that it would not be posted
online. In the process of his analysis of this learning story, he also accepted his right to verify the
data, to also verify that this has been a positive experience, and to enhance the trustworthiness of
the study. It was also an opportunity for him to remix the text and thus the messages that the
learning story carries (Pahl & Rowsell, 2011).
“To have some control over how other people see us, or how others portray us, is an
inherent right afforded to many adults but rarely afforded to children” (Sargeant & Harcourt,
2012, p. 88). E was engaged in sharing the learning stories together with me during the coanalysis. He continued to enjoy and provide his verification that I had captured the stories well
and included everything that I should. The role of the learning stories offered a participatory
space (Moss, 2014) and also presented E as the protagonist in his own stories and learning. This
is integral to the Reggio Emilia approach to learning that values, honours, and privileges
children’s meaning making processes and capacities (Edwards, Gandini, & Forman, 1998;
Rinaldi, 1998; Rose et al., 2017). He was beginning to conceptualize the undefined and abstract
notion of his own space in the virtual world when we discussed his images and therefore
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presence online, and in turn, asserted his agency in contributing toward decisions about it. In
other words, there were several signals of E’s emerging and layered digital literacies (Abrams,
2017) and unfolding sense of digital citizenship.
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Digital Citizenship as a Digital Literacy
Digital citizenship in the early years context was defined by the NAEYC (2012) as a need
for “adults and children to be responsible digital citizens through an understanding of the use,
abuse, and misuse of technology as well as the norms of appropriate, responsible, and ethical
behaviors related to online rights, roles, identity, safety, security, and communication” (p. 10).
The importance of emerging digital citizenship came to light during the study in three ways.
First, E began to inquire about privacy. During his analysis, he asked why his friends’ faces were
covered with “a little circle” (Research notes, October 14, 2017). I explained that I did not have
permission to show their faces in the learning stories we made, which was a little different from
the ELC. I asked him if it was okay for now to show his face (to reaffirm assent) and he said
“Yes, these are about me.” I explained that some of the photos were from his portfolio and
photos from his learning stories at the ELC, and that it was not okay to show them if we did not
ask if it was okay at the beginning. E’s emerging understanding of rights and privacy in digital
media, to say nothing of a formal research context, is an important part of digital citizenship and
recalls the NAEYC’s perspective that there is a need for responsible privacy and safety. More
specifically, it highlighted an opportunity to educate him about life online or in the virtual
(Butterfield, 2010).
E also began to assert his online rights and identity. Part of his inquiry during the analysis
involved whether the data was available to others and videos and photos were online for others to
see. I explained that it was part of his learning and the research I had been doing with him so it
was just on the computer right now and not online. I have yet to have a conversation with him
about what gets published and how it gets published in the future. E’s choice and agency and his
realization of it emerged from the zone of proximal development that I established with him
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during the study. He both realized has a choice and agency over how he was presented to the rest
of the world, including online, and he also demanded it. This emerged again during our
discussion about Facebook, along with his desire to not “be on Facebook right now,” and
refusing to engage in what Siibak and Ugur (2010) call the “social media online playground” (p.
126).
Finally, we took our responsibility seriously to both protect and empower E when it came
to digital technology. The NAEYC (2012) asserts that parents have a responsibility to both
expose children to digital tools and media, but to also teach them how to ask questions and think
critically about this in their lives. Early childhood research about documentation has encouraged
adults to respect the child’s desire not to have their pictures taken (Carr & Lee, 2012;
Stonehouse, 2010). However, E’s example illustrates that it is important for parents not only to
have these conversations about photographs and online footprints with their children at a young
age, but also to respect their choices.
This then presents a dilemma of what to do when parents’ and children’s perspectives
conflict. In our case, it was a fluid dialogue that occurred as we learned together; we were happy
to oblige his request because we leaned toward minimal social media exposure anyway. While
whose choice takes precedence may vary depending on the family, I am also drawn to earlier
ethical guidelines that maintain that the situation must provide for children’s physical, emotional,
and psychological safety (Farrell, 2005). If we compared digital play to riding a bike, we would
start with training wheels and certainly not let them ride on the street alone. Teaching children to
be critically aware of their digital identities arguably now begins at a much younger age with
developmentally appropriate language and relevance based on each child’s circumstance, and
then scaffolding learning appropriately so that children are empowered to make decisions.
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Therefore, when there is conflict, I believe that as long as there is no risk of harm and there is
logic and dialogue around reasonable opinions, children are capable of contributing to decision
making.
Revisiting Conversations
In the weeks following the analysis and writing of this chapter, E revisited his analysis
and our conversations in an organic way and demonstrated his ability to self-regulate. In
addition, conversely to what Kabuto (2008) realized in her study, E took the position of coowning these stories.
E visits me in the office to say hi, gives me a hug and tells me he misses me. He peers
over my shoulder at what I am writing or looking at, which often includes pictures or the
learning stories that we share together. He asks, “What are you writing about now,
Mama?” and I respond, explaining I am still writing ‘our stories’ and his experiences
are teaching me more about how young children learn and about digital technology and
screen time. I ask him a series of questions including, “Why do you think we need rules
around screen time?” to which he responds, “Because when I watch it too much it makes
my eyes sore” and “Sometimes it makes me rambunctious!” (laughing). (Research notes,
November 25, 2017).
This showed his emerging awareness and personal learning of his strengths and challenges
around self-regulatory behaviors (Shanker, 2013; Zimmerman, 1994) with respect to screen time,
and how we have continued to talk about digital citizenship with him. This also demonstrates
how I positioned us both within the research as partners and had included both of our
perspectives of the play that had unfolded during the study. Likewise suggested by Kabuto
(2008), the more we engaged in this process of reflexivity together, the more his position of co-
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researcher strengthened, indicating that there are multiple points along the co-researching with
children continuum.
Including co-analysis in the process was important to the trustworthiness of the study,
and reaffirmed that this research was a positive experience for E and that he had agency and
voice. He had the opportunity to keep his data, invitations to participate regularly using childfriendly language, had opportunities to participate when it did not interfere or overtly disrupt his
regular routines, safe and confidential experiences throughout the process, and multiple
occasions to engage in the data analysis process. Involving E in the analysis of the research
shifted the balance of power so he could exercise his voice and contribute to reflexivity in the
case (Mayall, 2000). In support of this, E said that he would like to continue documenting his
learning at home. I believe that his desire to continue reinforces the power of including E in the
research as a co-researcher (an empowered subject) rather than an object, in that he wanted to
keep doing the research (Corsaro, 2005; Darbyshire et al., 2005; Fargas-Malet, et al., 2013;
Farrell, 2005; Kellitt, 2010; Mayall, 2000; O’Kane, 2000; Sargeant & Harcourt, 2012). He
readily takes on the role of collaborator and is confident asserting his voice – research or not – in
our everyday family discussions and lives.
Parent Research
Troubling the Parent-Researcher Role. Like Kabuto (2008), I troubled this potentially
conflicting role of being a parent and a researcher at the same time. Experiencing multiple
subjectivities that encourage one to explore and understand studies like the current one is not just
about one person (E) but about our collective intellectual and cultural history across nested
ecologies (Bronfenbrenner, 2005). Kabuto (2008) also suggested that parent-researchers do not
take on isolated roles of parent and researcher; but that the multidimensional aspects of being a
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mother, wife, researcher, and academic constitute me as a whole person and that the interaction
between the multiple roles is what is crucial to the research product. In fact, these interactions
can “lead to paths of inquiry that evolve into theoretical and conceptual ideas within research”
(Kabuto, 2008, p. 183). In addition, Farrell’s (2005) ethical guidelines were used to mitigate the
potentially conflicting role of caring, protective parent and researcher, always leaning toward
respectful, ongoing, participatory practices and doing no harm.
Reflections on Parent–Research. As parent-researcher, it was an interesting position to
be in as the one who provides educational, theoretical, and practical insight to the everyday
social processes of learning in our family. When I began this journey of educational research five
years ago, I was a new mother and a passionate early literacy researcher. I never dreamt I would
set out to engage in research with my own child, and it was fortuitous that my research evolved
in this manner because it has been the most interesting project I have ever embarked on. There
were several practical, emotional, physical, and psychological obstacles in the way (Roberts,
2010) but being a parent-researcher was what kept me committed. For me, the hardest part of
doing research as a young, professional, and academic mother was the guilt I experienced (Evans
& Grant, 2008; Holm, Prosek, & Godwin Weisberger, 2015; Jakubiec, 2017). I felt the constant
push and pull of motherhood obligations, being a professional woman, and living up to academic
expectations placed on me as a doctoral student. However, because I was engaging in research
with my family and my toddler son, the guilt lessened slightly since I was not missing out on
playtime at such a crucial time in my son’s development.
My favourite component of the research was engaging in play with my son. While it was
often challenging to ensure I was documenting enough, remaining sufficiently and authentically
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engaged, or seeing things through the third eye (Irvine, 2003), I learned so much from my son
and experienced much gratitude along the journey.
Similar to situations reported in other parent-research studies, there were times (e.g., at
age two, when we allowed him to use an iPad and he had little interest) when what I was
observing challenged what I “thought should be” (Kabuto & Martens, 2014, p. 2). There were
also times that this ethnographic perspective brought me insight into complex theories about play
and the role that digital technology can take in my son’s play. While it is a case study with clear
boundaries, those boundaries were also fluid within the bio-ecological framework, and they
spilled over and influenced one another. In addition, this study provided insight into early
childhood learning in an informal way with an insider perspective that I never would have
experienced with someone else’s child(ren) or family because I had access to both systematic
and scheduled observations but also those which happened holistically ‘in the moment’ that
were, similar to Kabuto (2008), around-the-clock. In doing so, I aimed to contribute to the
ongoing discussion about the development of early learning and how it might best be supported
in the digital age.
Parenting in a Digital Age. Parenting in a digital age includes a barrage of information
for parents to both decode and sift through with respect to the digital and screen time with
preschoolers. Much of this is based on fear and the decade-old warnings from the Canadian and
American Academies of Pediatrics, the National Association for Young Children, now
supplemented by popular books with advice for parents on how to raise children in a digital
screen-driven world (Chapman & Pellicane, 2014; Rowan, 2010). Many focus on advice for less
screen time, more time outdoors, and keeping play as interactive as possible with children while
giving them undivided attention, and simplifying your life (Louv, 2008; Payne, 2014; Stafford,

211
2014). There is also as much research that shows that there is potential and an impetus to use
digital technologies in our lives with our children in meaningful, play-based, and
developmentally appropriate ways (NAEYC, 2012; Rowsell, 2017).
Parenting is hard work. Research asserts that “parents, caregivers, and families need to be
supported in providing nurturing care and protection for young children to achieve their
developmental potential” (Britto et al., 2017, p. 1). In the early years, with so much development
happening before the age of six and at such a rapid rate, it takes time, attention, and effort to tune
into what children are learning and scaffold learning in the home environment. The child/ parent
relationship has a major influence on many aspects of child development (Landry, 2015). There
are transitions from diapers to toilet training, new foods to eat, language to develop, relationships
to strengthen, new friendships to form, and sleep routines to establish. There is a tremendous
amount of pressure put on parents with additional layer of hyper parenting (Honoré, 2010), a
term referring to the trend of middle and upper class families being overinvolved in their
children’s lives, overscheduling (with little time for free play), or attempting to craft the perfect
childhood in precisely the ‘right’ ways.
This generation of parents and grandparents have access to digital tools that quite often
end up in the hands of preschoolers. In fact, Wang et al. (2010) theorize that digital tools and
virtual environments expand Bronfenbrenner’s bio-ecological microsystems in which children
interact and learn by adding another layer of existence: the virtual. Wang et al. (2010) also
discuss how online, or the virtual, can be accessed from multiple systems (home, school). These
digital spaces therefore present an enigma for Bronfenbrenner’s model which warrants attention
and consideration. Therefore, it may provide insight for parents and grandparents about the
influence that being critical and reflective about these recommendations and what they might
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mean for their family and their children. Generations of parents as well as their own parents who
are involved in the lives of their children and grandchildren may be facing important decisions
about technology use with young children that will impact children through their youth and
adolescence. Digital citizenship is timely and crucial component of digital literacy for young
children and their families (NAEYC).
Interactivity, Intentionality, and Boundaries
The notion that not all screens are equal emerges here and reinforces the importance of
parents engaging children in the digital age interactively. Sean and I were not using digital
technology as a babysitter for E, rather the contrary. It was used as an integrated tool and
provocation in many episodes (contrary to Healy 1999 and aligned with NAEYC 2012). In fact,
we were mindful not to let E engage in mindless screen time by establishing rules and
boundaries, and to engage in many other play activities together. Plowman et al. (2014) found
that children’s use of technology in the home tended to be balanced with other activities as well
and this is a key aspect to healthy digital play.
The NAEYC’s guidelines that promote intentionality and boundaries on time and type of
activities are also salient. First, “appropriate use of technology and media depends on the age,
developmental level, needs, interests, linguistic background, and abilities of each child” (p. 6),
and second, “interactions with technology and media should be playful and support creativity,
exploration, pretend play, active play, and/or outdoor activities” (p. 7). It is not what the
materials in play can do; but what the child can do with the materials, and this goes for
technology as well. Several sample questions adults can ask themselves are: Does it (technology)
act as a provocation? Does it add value to the learning experience? Does it teach something?
Does it support a relationship? Does it enhance or complement early literacies in some way?
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Does it enhance or encourage creativity in some way? Does it help the child communicate across
place and space with someone important in their lives (e.g. a grandparent)? The American
Academy of Paediatrics also begins to touch on some of these in their latest statement (2016) and
they go so far as encouraging re-teaching content that is being co-viewed together.
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Chapter Six: Final Thoughts
In this chapter, I present final thoughts about the study including a methodological
appraisal that will discuss limitations of the research and promising practices. I offer several
opportunities and possibilities for future research and practice, along with concluding thoughts.
Limitations of the Research
The case at the centre of this study was the process by which my son and his family
experienced play together, often with various digital tools. It was a single, descriptive, and
exploratory look into the real-life context in which multimodal play occurred within and across
nested ecological networks over three years. The study was about my preschool son, who is an
only child from an English speaking, Caucasian, Atlantic Canadian (Prince Edward Island), and
dual heterosexual parent family with Irish, Scottish, Francophone, and Métis family heritage.
W/he sit in a privileged position of socio-economic status and he has many materials and
learning tools at his disposal, both at home and at his Early Learning Centre. Although it
afforded opportunities for rich description of E over these three years, a limitation of singlesubject research design is the difficulty in generalizing the results to other populations or
audiences. Given the pervasiveness of digital technologies in many young children’s lives, the
findings might be transferable to other contexts with similar aged children (Guba & Lincoln,
1985).
In this study, decisions about how, when, and what to collect, and how to document the
written, audio, and video data were not neutral or unbiased (Goldman-Segall & Goldman, 2014),
nor were they from only one person’s point of view. E, myself, his family, and his early
childhood educators were all involved in the documentation processes (Carr & Lee, 2012; Seitz,
2008). In addition, Goldman-Segall and Goldman (2014) asserted that the researcher’s point of
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view is both inevitable and critical to making interpretations. Although there were methods
employed (see Chapter Three) to address the bias that comes with single subject studies, it might
be argued that the data collected was biased largely toward how I chose to represent play and
digital play within E’s experiences.
The lengthy time period in the study was suggested both by the dearth of research in this
area of study of children age two to five years of age (Plowman, 2014) and the fact that
Bronfenbrenner’s bio-ecological systems have rarely been examined over time with young
children (Wang et al., 2010). However, it may be argued that the period of time from age five to
six (which is often the transition to kindergarten) would have been a valuable extension of the
research and data collection, particularly in the field of play.
Promising Practices
The use of documentation and learning stories have been common assessment practices
in early childhood education environments (Carr & Lee, 2012; Drummond, 2016; Katz & Chard,
1996, 2014; Mallaguzzi, 1994; Rinaldi, 1998; Seitz, 2008; Shores & Grace, 2005) and the
Mosaic Approach offered an approach to listening to E’s perspectives (Clark, 2003; Clark &
Moss, 2005). However, Clark’s (2004) Mosaic Approach was originally designed to investigate
the daily experiences of young children in early years’ settings, therefore, my study offers an
expanded approach of the Mosaic Approach across multiple ecological systems, specifically
within the home or family environment.
While the learning stories acted as a way for me analyze the data for themes of early
childhood learning and development (Flanagan, 2011) and nested ecologies (Bronfenbrenner,
2005), they were also a powerful tool in affirming positive parenting practices as we reflected on
how E was learning and growing. Moreover, they presented an authentic way for E to co-analyze
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the data, and for him to assert his power in the study. They enabled him to participate in a form
of growth mindset (Dweck, 2013), identity referenced assessment (which also involves coauthoring) (Carr & Lee, 2012), and exerting his voice and rights to articulate his perspectives
(Clark, 2003) as an active participant in the research (Sargeant & Harcourt, 2012). The learning
stories were an important contributor in his development of early digital literacies and an
evolving awareness of digital citizenship for my son and us as parents.
Opportunities and Possibilities for Future Research and Practice
Emerging from this research are possibilities for future research in early childhood digital
play, re-envisaging how research can be conducted with preschool children using learning
stories, and exploring Bronfenbrenner’s model over time. Recommendations for future research
include:
(a) Investigating parents’ perspectives on digital play in the early years in PEI: how are they
using it (or not) with their children? Exploring beliefs: Why/ why not? This would build
on this single case study;
(b) Conducting a larger scale study that involves families (children and their parents), and
their early childhood educators in the exploration of possibilities in digital play in the
early years in PEI; while also including a diverse group of participants in terms of
language, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status;
(c) Exploring digital play again from a longitudinal perspective starting at age two until age
six through the transition into kindergarten; in an attempt to delve into the transition year;
(d) Exploring digital play with children under the age of two in PEI; this is an age that has
not been explored;
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(e) Subsequent to EYE and ASQ assessments in early childhood in PEI, creation/design and
pilot of a play program community of practice for families to learn about ways to support
various domains of development and receive support, collaboration, and tools from both
experts and each other prior to their children entering the school system;
(f) While the AAP (2016) revised its fear-inducing message of “no screens before two”
toward the culmination of this study, coupled with the collection of research outlined in
this study and the fact that the NAEYC last began revisions in 2009 (Schomburg &
Donohue, 2009), necessitates a call for re-examination of the NAEYC policy statements
on the use of interactive media with young children.
Finally, there are two main recommendations for practice of digital play in the early
years. First, while it may not involve future research, there is a need to revive both dialogue and
significant work on policy about digital citizenship in the early years centres and reconsider what
this means for our youngest 21st century early learners in PEI. This would also include the need
for both significant training and professional development in the field of early childhood.
Second, there is a need for parent-friendly information and practical, useful and realistic
examples of how they could engage in family play practices that respect and protect young
children to develop their own emerging digital literacies.
Concluding Thoughts
The roles of technology were both situated and multimodal in E’s play experiences in a
variety of ways over three years that were rich in meaning-making for him. The tensions we felt
as parents provide significant insights into critical analysis of what it means to be playing and
parenting in a digital age. In addition, the notion of the critical attention to digital citizenship is
one for further exploration and discussion with both parents and educators of young children.
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Through the specific, unique, and holistic account of how several forms of play unfolded
over three years that includes views of myself, E, and our family, we have demonstrated how
ecologies and nested systems influence various types of play experiences over time. There was
also a level of healthy tension between and within these systems that offers opportunities for
strengthening the scaffolding that happened in E’s learning, and for personal learning and
development of the adults doing the scaffolding.
The exploratory nature of the work provided opportunities for observation and listening
(Clark & Moss, 2005; Rinaldi, 1997; Wein, 1998) and in-depth, rich description (Purcell-Gates,
2004) in real-life contexts (Flyvberg, 2001) across nested systems to explain how my son
engaged in various forms of play (including digital) (Bronfenbrenner, 2005). Through the
systematic use of learning stories, my study demonstrates honouring both early childhood
pedagogy (Clark & Moss, 2005) and the sociology of childhood (Mayall, 2002, 2013). The
methods I used were theoretically and pragmatically motivated, similar to that of Plowman
(2014). In addition, involving E in the co-analysis of the research enabled him to collaboratively
engage in the data analysis (Sargeant & Harcourt, 2012), and Plowman (2014) asserts that it
enables researchers to consider aspects of children’s experience that we might otherwise
overlook. He was also able to exert agency in multiple ways through the reflexive discussions
about learning, digital technology use, and research.
Through an innovative process informed by early childhood pedagogy, and re-examining
how research can be conducted with young children, this research has demonstrated how
learning stories can be an authentic way to conduct research with young children, has offered
possible approaches to doing research with children, and has contributed to unravelling some of
the complexities and possibilities of what it means to play, learn, and parent in the digital age.
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One Final Story
It is Sunday morning, E and I cuddle together in my bed and read the transcript of what
is the first complete draft of my dissertation. He thumbs over the pages that have only
text, looking for the pictures in the learning stories. We read each learning story again
together and talk about how this is going to be made into a book (the dissertation). I
remind him that it is ours, as much his as mine because it is all about him. He wants to
examine each and every photo and video screen capture and talk about what the text
describes him doing. He smiles a shy smile. I think he thinks this is pretty fascinating,
after all.
In the middle of learning story number four, he looks up at me questioningly and asks,
“can we do this more when I am six (now) and seven?” I reply, “Do you mean take
pictures and keep documenting your learning?” He says “yes, just like this, like in a book
with writing too?” I nod, “yes, of course. Do you want it to look like this or could we do
it in a Shutterfly book? Which would you prefer?” He shrugs his shoulders “maybe
Shutterfly books... because I do even more Lego now and more Ninjago, and my Beyblade
game that I play on the iPad.” I ask “what do you think all of these learning stories tell
us?” He shrugs again. “Well, I love to play, and I love my family”. He does a somersault
on the bed and then leaves the room.
Then I hear him yell from the kitchen, “mommy, do you know where my computer [iPad]
is?”.
***
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Appendix B: Letter of Information and Informed Consent
Letter of Information and Informed Consent: Family
Examining Early Multiliteracies: Digitextual Play in Early Learning
Principal Investigator: Alaina Roach O’Keefe
Faculty of Education, University of Prince Edward Island
Dear family member,
As you know, my name is Alaina Roach O’Keefe, and I am a PhD student in the Faculty of
Education at the University of Prince Edward Island. I am conducting research for my PhD under
the supervision of Dr. Martha Gabriel. I am inviting you to participate with E in this study. The
purpose of the study is to examine: RQ1) How does this child use a variety of digital tools in his
home context in his play activities with his family? And RQ2) How does the use of these digital
tools influence his emergent multiliteracies? And RQ3) What (family/ community) influences his
play with/out digital tools?
This study involves me (and sometimes you) playing with E (using possible tools like cameras,
iPhones, iPads, computers, e-books, and other digital tools). I will document these natural play
experiences within the context of his life (which will include taking photographs and videos of
these experiences), and analyzing them for themes and ideas. The study will start when our child
is approximately two years old, and continue until he is approximately five years old.
Observations will take place an estimated once per month; and the length of observations will
vary depending on the nature of the digital experience (eg. it could encompass from five minutes
on FaceTime interaction to a half-hour creating a digital storybook online). E (or you) won’t be
“expected” to do anything in particular, just to play and interact with his world as you typically
would. I will keep a researcher’s log where I will record conversations, experiences, impressions,
and thoughts about the research process.
The data (discussions, experiences, artifacts, recordings, and researcher’s log) will be kept
confidential within the limits of the law, and data collected will only be shared with the research
team (myself as researcher, and my doctoral committee) for the purposes of analysis. All
identifying information will be removed from the collected materials, and all materials will be
stored in password protected computers.
The participation of our child is completely voluntary. Play will occur in natural settings of our
homes. You may withdraw from this study at any time without any repercussions. You may
choose not to participate sometimes. You will have access to his documentation of his early
years at any time. There are no known risks or benefits to participating in this study.
Due to the nature of the interactions, those close to the child (e.g. you, a grandparent during a
FaceTime interaction) may be able to identify themselves (or others) in the experiences reported,
therefore anonymity cannot be entirely guaranteed. However, when the results of this study are
presented at conferences and in research publications, all efforts will be made to insure
anonymity: pseudonyms will be used and no identifying information will be included.
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By signing this consent form, you are indicating that you fully understand the above information
and agree to be person involved in this study. Please keep a copy of this letter for your records
and if you are interested in participating please sign and return the consent form below.
This research has been reviewed and approved by the UPEI Research Ethics Board. If you have
any questions or concerns about this study, you may contact the UPEI Research Ethics board by
phone (620-5104) or by e-mail at reb@upei.ca. If you have any questions about the study, please
contact Alaina Roach O’Keefe, aroach@upei.ca

CONSENT
By signing this consent form I understand that I am agreeing to participate in the research study
being conducted by Alaina Roach O’Keefe concerning literacy, digital play and young children.
I understand that I can contact the UPEI Research Ethics Board at (902) 620-5104, or by email at
reb@upei.ca if I have any concerns about the ethical conduct of this study. I understand that my
son and I have the freedom to withdraw from this study at any time and to not participate. I
understand that the information collected during this research will be kept confidential within the
limits of the law. I understand that the experiences will be video and/or audio-recorded. I
understand the researcher may wish to quote my son’s or my own words directly in reports and
publications resulting from this research. I understand that when she does so she will create a
pseudonym to help maintain confidentiality, but that the nature of this research makes it difficult
to guarantee anonymity. With regards to being audio/video-taped, quoted, maintaining group
confidentiality and being contacted in the future, please check yes or no for each of the following
statements:
Yes
I agree to participate in this research
No
Yes
I agree to be included in photos and/or and audio/video recorded
No
Yes
I agree to be quoted directly if a made-up name (pseudonym) is used
No
Yes
I give consent to participate in the research, with the understanding that I
No
can withdraw at any time.
Signature ___________________________________________
Date: _____________________________________________
Researcher's signature: __________________________________________
Date: _____________________________________________
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Appendix C: Ages and Stages Questionnaire
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