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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this ethnographic venture was to explore the social interactions 

in a Kindergarten classroom with a focus on the rules in the classroom. Participant 

observations were conducted in a public school Kindergarten classroom for a period 

of three and a half months. Data were recorded through field notes, audiotape 

recordings and two semi-structured interviews with the classroom teacher. The 

presentation of discoveries along this journey includes a detailed description of a 

typical day in the classroom, a taxonomy of the classroom rules, and an elaboration 

of the process through which children understand the teacher created rules in the 

classroom. The importance of planning developmentally appropriate rules and 

affording children the opportunity to negotiate the meaning of the rules through 

dialogue has been stressed. These interpretations reinforce the importance of the 

constructivist approach to child development and learning. Implications for 

researchers and practitioners revolve around the redefinition of rules as tools for 

negotiation of individual differences among members of the classroom community.
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Preparing the Journey: Conversations with Theorists, Researchers and 

Practitioners. 

The purpose of this study is to explore the social interactions in a Kindergarten 

classroom with a specific focus on the rules that exist within the classroom culture. The 

research idea emerges from a conceptualization of schools as societies of children where, 

with guidance from the teacher, children practice living. Classroom atmospheres play an 

important role in determining the content and process of this practice. Stated simply, all 

interactions in the classroom are embedded in the cultural context of the classroom. 

Members of the classroom, both children and adults, get encultured into this context that 

they simultaneously create and live in. This study was designed to understand this 

process, recognizing that all cultural contexts are bound by explicit and tacit rules that 

members must understand and practice in order to function as a unit. 

Current developments in Early Childhood Education recommend two major 

conjectures. First, the socio-constructivist perspective explains child development and 

second, educational reform must reconceptualize schools as collaborative cultures rather 

than bureaucratic organizations that control development and growth, so that they may 

be better able to empower students as thinkers. Almost immediately stems the need to 

examine these conjectures in contexts that afford the opportunity to explore them. Among 

other primary contexts that children grow in, the classroom is one which provides this 

opportunity. As Paley (1992) expresses it, school is the "first real exposure to the public 

arena" (p. 21). Interactions become increasingly complex as children come into contact



with individuals other than their own family. 

Exploring cultural contexts such as classrooms is a complex task, that may best 

be accomplished through indepth observation and actual participation in the process. 

Dominated by an attitude that sought to learn and understand the process, rather than test 

any hypotheses, the study was designed as an ethnography. Using Piaget’s (1965) work 

as a pivot, a theoretical framework was derived from the work of Vygotsky (1978), 

Dewey (1899, 1909), and Bronfenbrenner (1979). Theoretical assumptions for the study 

were drawn from these theories and further informed by other relevant research. 

Significance of the research study 

Classroom rules have pre-dominantly been linked with classroom management and 

discipline. Dowhower (1991) noted that the establishment of rules and control seems to 

be a distinctive theme in classroom management for expert and novice teachers alike. 

The NAEYC’s guidelines for developmentally appropriate practice in early childhood 

education (Bredekamp, 1986), considered classroom rules as necessary to provide 

security to the children in as far as they are simple, and can be easily followed. Honig 

(1990) pointed out "using fair rules" as a characteristic of an ideal teacher. The emphasis 

on developing and seeking methods, skills and techniques for successful establishment 

and enforcement of classroom rules, demands that we look at the process of how children 

understand and practice rules. For practitioners, therefore, this information is not only 

a valuable resource, but a necessary undertaking that precedes effective practice.



Contributions of this study are primarily theoretical in nature. Rules exist in all 

social settings and all its members are required to practice them. The study of how these 

rules develop, exist and are practiced therefore provides a workable anchor-point to 

generate hypotheses about how knowledge might be acquired through social interactions. 

Furthermore, the understanding of rules has implications for socio-moral development. 

Piaget (1965) defined morality solely in terms of the respect that individuals developed 

for rules of an activity. The classroom opens up opportunities to observe this 

development within its several sub-contexts and thus extends the scope of Piaget’s 

pioneering observations of children’s games with rules. A classroom setting also elicits 

the consideration of other theoretical perspectives. 

Theoretical framework: conversations with the theorists 

Piaget’s (1965) work directly addresses the phenomenon of children’s 

understanding and practice of rules based on observations of children in the context of 

playing the game of marbles. "Children’s games constitute the most admirable social 

institutions" (p. 3), since they operate on a complex system of rules which members of 

the play team seek to understand and compulsively practice. Through his work he 

exposed the fact that children practice rules long before they are conscious of it. By 

consciousness of rules he meant the "idea which children of different ages form of the 

character of [the] game rules, whether obligatory and sacred or of something subject to 

their own choice". For both, the practice and consciousness of rules he observed a 

movement from egocentric understanding to a mutual understanding; or in his words,



"heteronomy" to “autonomy”. 

Piaget’s work raises interesting avenues for further research. Although Piaget 

considered it most appropriate to observe the children’s thinking about rules in a context 

that had the least adult intervention, he acknowledged the interacting relationship between 

child-child contexts and adult-child contexts. Practice and consciousness about rules in 

the context of a game cannot be isolated from that of other rules that a child encounters 

in daily life. Rules exist in social contexts and here, enters the complex relationship 

between the individual and the society. Most "moral rules that a child learns to respect, 

he receives from adults, which means that he receives them after they have been fully 

elaborated and often elaborated, not in relation to him and as they are needed." (p. 85). 

Such is the social context in which children grow and develop. The social element exists 

right from the time an infant is born. Thus it is debatable that a young child functions 

solely on the basis of motoric rules or ritualistic habits. Long before he/she plays with 

marbles an exposure to coercive rules imposed by adults in other aspects of living have 

made their way into life. In this sense therefore, the social and moral individual cannot 

be ignored when he/she is observed practicing the rules of the game. In fact, as DeVries 

and Zan (1994) point out, Piaget in his later works consistently emphasized the 

"indissociability of intellectual, social, moral, and affective development" (p. 1). 

This intricate network of relationships between the different aspects of 

development echo the need to examine them in the social context per se. The preliminary 

thought that was instrumental in instigating this study pertains to this need. In what way



does the social context in which the child develops influence the nature of thinking about 

and practicing rules? How does Piaget’s description of the child as a "moral realist" (see 

Piaget, 1965, p. 11) reflect the way in which the social context makes rules available to 

children? What is the link between Piaget’s observations of heteronomous thinking among 

children and the social context in which such thinking develops? 

While the leap that Piaget made from analyzing the children’s practice and 

consciousness of rules of the marble game to socio-moral development of the child is 

valid, it does not take into account the variety of other social contexts that differ in their 

very organization of rules. Not all rules are handed down by adults. For instance children 

create rules specific to the ongoing situation as they engage in dramatic play (Bretherton, 

1984) and rules are changed by the children as they play together in situations other than 

games with rules. Do children practice rules differently in different contexts? Do they 

understand rules differently in different contexts? What better context other than the 

classroom could provide a naturalistic setting to observe the same children in a wide 

range of different social situations that require the practice of different kinds of rules? 

This is the interest that guides my study. To translate this into a researchable 

query, I present a theoretical framework derived from the work of three theorists: 

Dewey, Bronfenbrenner, and Vygotsky. The following conversations with these theorists 

have been compiled from the works of Dewey, (1899, 1909, 1911, 1913); Cahan, 

(1992); Bronfenbrenner, (1979); Moll, (1990); and Vygotsky, (1978). I begin with John 

Dewey, an educator whose impact on the field of human development and education



dates back to the early decades of this century. 

Dewey’s views are grounded in his belief that philosophy, psychology and 

education must go hand in hand to make scientific inquiry. 

Dewey: Scientific inquiry allows its users to rationally reconstruct and restructure 

existing social institutions in more favorable forms. Children possess 

characteristics that reflect a closeness to such an attitude of scientific 

inquiry which they demonstrate through their imagination, curiosity and 

a need to experiment in their social worlds. This is how they develop. The 

idea of development is to conceive of the notion of an organism moving 

progressively towards ends that in reality depend on the values and actual 

practices of society. Children develop as members of a social group. They 

learn by living and experiencing the world. This experience is intrinsically 

social. Environment then, becomes a very important part of development 

and it becomes absolutely impossible to conceptualize any development 

occurring in isolation or in vacuum. If this is so, scientific inquiry or the 

study of human development must take place in a social context. In this 

sense, the interests of social psychology, social life and social institutions, 

for instance educational institutions, must fuse so that the purpose of 

social psychology is recognized as a need to understand individual 

members of a group in relation to their social contexts.



Dewey: 

Do educational institutions therefore reflect societal values and practices 

that children must get indoctrinated into? 

Yes, to a large extent schools become important practice environments for 

children to discover living in a democracy. Education is synonymous with 

development only if development is perceived as growth in a desirable 

direction. The school must set up an atmosphere that will foster desirable, 

individual mental and moral growth. Classroom activities are designed for 

this purpose, so that children learn to transform this experience and 

systematically apply it in other social contexts. The development of 

thought is associated not with its restructured outcome but with the 

increasing number and complexity of social situations that it may be 

applied to. Through collaborative activities in the classroom, the child 

learns the principles of democracy, which he/she later applies when 

participating as an adult citizen in a democratic society. However, 

development is not merely a transmission of social values. It is, on the 

one hand dominated by innate interests and on the other by social values. 

The social institutions and practices mediate it. 

The classroom therefore is a social institution that mediates the individual 

innate interests and social values. Will children’s understanding and 

practice of rules that exist in this mediating environment influence their 

understanding and practice of societal rules?



Dewey: The influence exists in the way that the rules were understood and 

practiced rather than what rules were practiced. A distinction must be 

made between the actual rule as it exists in the classroom and the social 

value associated with the existence of rules. If the desirable social value 

is learning to live in a democracy, the focus is not on what rules exist in 

the classroom but whether these rules follow the principles of democracy 

in how they came into being. 

This is an important distinction to be recognized. For instance a rule that 

determines which children can play in the block corner on which day may appear very 

authoritative, but in actuality it might have been derived in a very democratic way. 

Having experienced several problems at the block corner, the decision could have been 

collectively constructed by the entire group. 

Dewey’s views highlight the validity and relevance of studying developmental 

processes in the social context. By extending the traditional definition of a laboratory, 

the Deweyen classroom becomes "relevant to an understanding of child development 

because it is conceived and constructed to simulate the conditions under which the 

epistemological and political ideals of a democratic society are best learned and 

practiced" (Cahan, 1992, p. 208). I turn now, to Bronfenbrenner (denoted by B) whose 

work extends and elaborates on the functioning of an individual in social context. He 

conceptualizes the social context at four levels, the microsystems, mesosystem 

exosystems and macrosystems (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).



Studying a classroom as a whole is a complex situation, considering that there are 

several individuals who come in together, each bringing along with them four 

levels of influence. But put together in this manner and considering the classroom 

as the unit of analysis, the focus shifts from beginning with a conceptualization 

of each individual in a group to an entire group developing in a larger societal 

context. How can this complexity by simplified for purposes of an empirical study 

that seeks to explore the children’s understanding and practice of rules? 

Classroom rules are only one part of the classroom culture. It is important to 

understand that development is not conceptualized with an emphasis on mere 

psychological process such as perception, thinking etc., but on how the content 

of these processes is changed as a function of the ecological context. Thus 

development is defined as "the person’s evolving conception of the ecological 

environment and his relation to it, as well as the person’s growing capacity to 

discover, sustain, or alter it properties." 

So in order to study how classroom members construct their knowledge about 

classroom rules, one must obtain information not only about how they 

conceptualize these rules in the classroom context but also their ability to create 

new rules, sustain existing rules by practicing them and alter them. 

Sure! But such an evolution cannot be directly observed. It must come from an 

inference of the on going activity. The individual’s construction of reality is 

expressed verbally and non-verbally through social interactions and hence it is



important to observe the activities, roles and relations the members of a groups 

engage in. Accurate inferences from these observations requires basic knowledge 

about some systemic properties of group dynamics. First, every interaction is a 

two-way process and thus careful consideration must be given while analyzing 

verbatim conversations during activities. They must be analyzed as a whole and 

not as an isolated sentence. Second, even within a classroom there would be 

exosystems and mesosystems. For instance in a group Situation the teacher’s 

presence may influence the group interaction although he/she is not part of the 

group. An interaction between the teacher and one member of a group may 

influence the construction of knowledge for a second member of the group. 

Additionally the physical setup or the artifacts of the culture may influence 

interactions. 

Hence, although one may choose to focus in on an activity of one group and their 

roles and relations, that group must be looked at in the larger context of the 

classroom culture. If I choose to enter at any point into an activity, my own 

influence will have to be analyses in terms of how it contributed to the 

construction of their reality, at that particular time. 

And that would be a transforming experiment, where you purposefully choose to 

restructure the “existing ecological systems in ways that challenge the forms of 

social organization, belief systems and lifestyles prevailing in a particular culture 

or subculture". What makes the ecology of human development a scientific 
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endeavor is this requirement for the researcher to constantly analyze the 

progressive interaction between the members of the group and the immediate 

context and recognize how this process is affected by the larger environmental 

contexts. 

Use of classroom rules can then be seen as both micro- and macro- 

systems. As microsystems that directly guide the activity at hand. The individual’s 

construction of the rule is reflected in his/her role and/or performance in the activity. A 

rule may also be the larger context that influences how the individual perceives his/her 

ecological environment. Thus, classroom rules have implications for socio-moral 

development in that, they influence the content of an individual’s social understanding. 

Conformity to the rule and deviance from the rule is determined not by the rule itself but 

by how ‘the others’ involved view the violation or adherence to it (Waksler, 1991). 

The dialogue with Bronfenbrenner provides a methodology grounded in a theory 

of the ecology of human development. I am still groping for a mechanism that may 

provide a heuristic to help study the process of how children construct their knowledge 

about and through their classroom rules. Vygotsky’s socio-historical theory of 

development provides a lens to view the process just enough to start investigating it. In 

the following conversation, Vygotsky has been denoted with a ‘V’ in the following 

conversation. 

Q: You advocate that all development of higher mental functions proceeds from an 

interpsychological plane to an intrapsychological plane. If a classroom rule exists, 

11



how does a child internalize it? How does it get transformed into the 

intrapsychological plane? 

All cognitive development proceeds from a high reliance on an external stimulus 

to a growing mastery and eventually a capability of functioning independently of 

the stimulus. Thus a classroom rule must gradually be internalized so that it 

becomes part of an individual and does not require an external stimulus to 

facilitate or maintain behavior related to it. The response to it moves from one 

of a simple direct one in accordance with one’s limitations of the nervous system, 

to a gradual response to an external sign, then the organization of the stimulus 

field and finally a stage of internalization where no stimulus is required to evoke 

the same response. 

How does the progression to the stage of internalization take place? 

Through social interactions. The child internalizes and develops this self- 

regulatory capability through an active manipulation of his/her environment. 

If a teacher imposes a classroom rule does the child internalize it because of the 

punishment that the teacher gives as a consequence of breaking the rule? Does the 

child derive this understanding by manipulating the rule and observing the 

consequences and the response from the external stimuli? 

If a rule has been broken, in the first place the child is responding on the basis 

of his/her limitations of the nervous system. If the consequence is punitive the 

teacher has already moved the focus from the rule being internalized to the 

12



consequence being internalized. Hence even though the rule is followed, it may 

not be internalized. The quality and nature of the social interaction becomes 

important. The social interaction must be geared to helping the child manipulate 

the matter to be internalized so that the child begins to see it as a tool to modify 

or restructure the environment. Through this comes the construction of knowledge 

that translates the tool into an internal sign that now regulated the behavior 

without the rule being stated or the teacher teaching it. By merely using another 

external stimulus the teacher has stopped at what the child already knows. The 

teacher’s task is to stretch that knowledge to what is knowable about the same 

stimulus. This distance between what is known and what is knowable is called the 

zone of proximal development. 

If a child applies a classroom rule to a play situation, can we conclude that the 

rule has been internalized? 

Not necessarily. The child may be using it as a tool to experiment with it. 

Remember that play creates the zone of proximal development, where a child has 

to distinguish between reality and imagination. A rule for play that involves say, 

the distribution of roles like mama, papa, and baby are probably tools to explore 

the social relationships. Yet all players follow certain rules such as ‘no biting’ 

each other. This is probably an internalized rule that members possess a shared 

consensus for. They do not even need to state it. Hence rules may be tools or 

internalized signs depending on the type of rule and the social context that they 

13



are practiced in. 

But how about, if one child has internalized a rule that another has not? 

Such a situation has two possibilities. Either the play will stop or the players will 

recognize the difference. In the latter case intersubjectivity has already been 

reached. There is a shared understanding of the ultimate goal. This is an 

opportunity for the child who has not internalized it to use it as a tool to begin 

to understand it. Thus when a teacher uses a ‘consequence’ to teach a child a rule 

rather than create an intersubjectivity which will help the child and adult share a 

goal, he/she is stopping the play. 

The zone of proximal development may well serve as the screen that reflects the 

process of internalization. This conversation helps me realize two major concepts that 

are important in understanding the process of internalization. The zone may be created 

by the teacher, other children or the researcher. Analysis of conversations in the zone 

can attempt to differentiate between what is internalized and what is in the process of 

being internalized. The second concept is that of intersubjectivity. This will determine 

the quality of social interaction and thus different contexts within the classroom may be 

compared to better understand the process of internalization. 

Putting all of this information together, I have compiled three theoretical 

assumptions for my study. As I present these assumptions, I will bring in the experiences 

of one teacher-researcher and three researchers of classroom rules. This conversation has 

been compiled from (a) two of Paley’s (1981, 1992) books and a taped interview 
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conducted at Richmond on March 12, 1994; (b) Waksler’s (1991) work in which he 

reported findings from the data that he collected in 1965. His work addresses how 

children deviate from rules in the Kindergarten classroom; (c) Blankenship’s (1986) study 

of children’s perceptions of classroom rules in Kindergarten; (d) Hatch’s (1986) study 

which pertains to rules of social acceptability among Kindergarten children and focuses 

on a male student Lester. He analyzed the processes through which the Kindergartners 

defined these rules and how Lester learned to become an outsider through the practice 

of these rules. I will now identify and elaborate on the three assumptions that I derived 

from the works of Piaget, Dewey, Bronfenbrenner and Vygotsky. 

Assumptions of the study: Conversations with researchers and practitioners 

Assumption 1.Classrooms may be viewed as societies in which children practice 

the rules of society and development proceeds towards ends that are societal values and 

practices. In this sense, classrooms provide a good naturalistic setting for children to be 

studied in their social contexts. (Dewey, 1899). 

P: I strongly believe that classrooms are societies of children where children learn 

to live together as members of a group, where children practice the rules of 

society. This environment must therefore be a safe environment for children to 

be able to do so. It is the responsibility of the members of the group to help any 

member who may have a problem adhering to the rules of this society. Jimmy 

seems to have a problem with hitting. How can we help him? Let’s discuss this. 

And in a little while after this discussion is over, Jimmy, maybe you can show 
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Jane how to build a tall structure and make it stay. I have noticed that you have 

figured out how to do this. In every interaction it is important to communicate to 

the members that this is a safe environment. 

However, the conceptualization of a safe environment differs from classroom to 

classroom. For instance, in my study, there was some kind of a negative sanction 

for being different. An action was taken by the teacher when someone was louder 

than the rest, or faster or slower. A striking experience was that of the child who 

was asked to stop dancing because the music was over. In this case a safe 

community is one in which you behave like the others. It is unsafe for you to be 

different than the others. The question therefore, for the children is, for what 

kind of behavior is this environment safe? 

And children begin to answer these questions as members of the group, by 

responding to the response of the teacher. In my study, children seemed to learn 

rules through the consequences of breaking them, rather than the teacher’s 

instruction. In such a situation one might see the classroom as a place for learning 

right and wrong behavior, or rather socially approved adult behavior. 

Yet it is not only the teacher who directs or structures the environment. The 

children do too. When the 26 Kindergartners in my study, did not allow Lester 

to enter any established groups they were unintentionally creating an ‘unsafe 

environment’ for Lester, while trying to create a ‘safe’ one for themselves. 
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The teacher has, thus created a classroom environment for the entire group. The 

children in this particular environment are being allowed to create such an environment. 

And, this, probably the teacher considers as a safe environment for the group. The 

teacher therefore, in structuring an environment plays a major role in how rules will be 

communicated. The classroom is certainly a group of people that are learning to live 

together. But, what rules of society children practice, how they practice them, if at all 

they do, depends on how the teacher perceives the classroom. While some like Vivian 

Paley may conceive of it as a collaborative effort, another may see it as a place where 

children will learn ‘good behavior’ through rules that the teacher sets up. Children may, 

in fact be learning to live in an adult world (Waksler, 1991). 

Such varied perceptions have implications for this study. The study must be 

conceptualized at two levels. On the one hand, it is my view that the classroom is a place 

where rules of democracy may be practiced. For me democracy is the social value or the 

end that must be achieved, through a process of discussion that occurs in an environment 

that is open and safe for negotiation. On the other hand, the teacher whom I observe may 

have a different conceptualization of the classroom, her role and what must be achieved. 

Waksler (1991), through his observation perceived the children in the classroom as 

“powerless in terms of rule-making, enforcement and breaking" (p.111). My own bias 

and view of what the classroom should be dictates the need to study the process of 

children constructing their knowledge about classroom rules. But in deciding on what and 

how I would investigate this, the awareness of a possible variety of perceptions helps. 
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Planning the contents of the interviews, the openness of the observations schedule, and 

the daily log record of my experiences, stems from this awareness. The purpose of this 

study is to explore and not prove a perception. 

Assumption 2. The attitude of openness described in the above section, is 

concretely established through the second assumption. The classroom culture must be 

studied in terms of how members of this culture perceive their ecological environment 

and their relation to it, as well as their ability to master, discover and modify it 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Classroom rules can thus be seen as microsystems that 

participants try to construct their knowledge about and also as larger context influences 

that influence how the ecological environment is perceived. 

P: How children construct their knowledge about classroom rules is outside the 

realm of the classroom. Families have rules. By the time children come into 

Kindergarten, some rules like no biting, no hitting and no grabbing someone 

else’s food become common sense rules and are not up for negotiation. The 

process of internalization begins at a young age. The other rules that are created 

in the classroom for purposes of working together, including the rule, you can’t 

say you can’t play are really tools for discussion - a starting point that provides 

an opportunity for teachers to allow each society of children to ‘work out’ the 

application of the rules for themselves. I do not know a single child who doesn’t 

want to discuss the topic of fairness. Such an approach helps us find out 

children’s conceptions of these large moral concepts. 
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But children may be denied this opportunity depending on the teacher’s 

philosophy. Adults impose meanings on what is deviant and explain why children 

might break rules. Rarely were these questions asked to the children. It is almost 

taken for granted that the teachers rules are good and in the best interest of the 

children. But my data makes me raise questions such as where do these rules 

come from? What do they do? There are also different types of rules, those that 

are obviously stated, those that may not be stated but are communicated through 

negative sanctions or other reactions and those that evoke a reaction from the 

adult, but if stated specifically would seem unacceptable to him/her. 

I think that rules must be distinguished from customs. There are some classrooms 

where girls and boys use the same bathroom and others where they do not. I 

don’t call that a rule. I call that a custom. 

The need for exploration is further strengthened. The approach of openness must 

begin with an attempt to define the term rule as it applies to the particular context being 

observed. The study thus begins with descriptive observations of the classroom culture 

to derive a definition of classroom rules. 

Assumption 3. The cognitive process of internalization begins at an 

interpsychological plane and translates into an intrapsychological plane, as children 

interact socially with individuals and materials in their environment. 

The actual interaction is characterized by several aspects. The external response 

of the teacher is based on different criteria and hence the rule might apply 
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differently to different people. For instance, different children were disciplined 

differently. Children who were considered ‘bright’, nice or inventive were 

allowed to break rules without any negative sanctions. There were others 

however, who were considered lazy or leaders or talkers. For these children rules 

were applied more rigorously than other children. To an outside observer like me, 

there exists ambiguity, because I am unable to understand the rule. Though 

consequences differ for different children, one of the ways in which children try 

to learn rules is by being punished or watching another child being punished. 

They were learning what behavior was acceptable and what was deviant. 

This I observed in my study too. Furthermore their perceptions of being punished 

did not reflect actual reported teacher behavior, but they emphasized on one 

dramatic incident as representative of punishment. 

For Lester, being excluded was a form of punishment. But it did not stop his 

behavior, that was making the children exclude him, from occurring. Instead he 

was learning to become an outsider. 

The question, then is what is internalized from these interactions? How do these 

interactions influence what is internalized? 

The punitive approach goes against the very rules of the safe environment. Who 

decides what act must be punished? Earlier I mentioned the need to look at rules 

as tools for a discussion. Probably what children internalize through punitive 

consequences is an attitude that Waksler mentioned - taking for granted that the 
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teacher’s rule is correct and for the good of the children. And therefore it must 

be followed. It is not surprising therefore that children may view adult rules to 

be fair, but not always workable. The children did feel that it was fair for one 

child not to allow another to play. After being exposed to my adult thinking 

several concluded that it was fair but would not work. Their conceptualization of 

punishment is one of accepting it for your own good. So, even though the teacher 

does not hit them in the class, they still believe that the stick can help them learn 

better. By giving them the opportunity to express and debate about the 

workability of the rule is to help them internalize that here is a safe environment 

in which I play a part of rule-maker. Discussion of rules can go on in many 

different ways, through honest questions which the teacher asks him/herself. Why 

did I make this rule? It doesn’t seem to work. Help me with this. Or an honest 

question posed to the children, that’s an interesting rule. But why isn’t it 

working? Or put it into a story - the ultimate aim is to help children realize that 

they can be good rule-makers. This is the process, where after much dialogue and 

debate, a rule may get internalized and become a common sense rule. 

From this conversation stems the question, in what ways do the interactions in the 

classroom influence the content of what is internalized? This question narrows down an 

earlier question that I raised in response to Piaget’s work, to a researchable size: What 

is the link between Piaget’s observations of heteronomous thinking among children and 

the social context in which such thinking develops? Moving the focus from the thinking 

21



process to the social context enables a different kind of flexibility in understanding and 

exploring the possibility of the existence of different kinds of thinking in different 

Situations within a social context. The two broad research questions that will guide this 

inquiry with a focus on the social context are as follows. (1) How do children in a 

kindergarten classroom practice the rules that exist in the classroom? and (2) How do 

rules that exist in the classroom influence the social interactions in the classroom? 

Methodology used to explore answers to these questions has been described in the next 

chapter. 
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Methodology: Undertaking the Journey 

This chapter describes my experience as a participant observer in a 

kindergarten classroom, and emphasizes the process and techniques that I used to 

select the informants, collect and analyse the data. The beginning conceptual 

framework describes the design of the study and identifies the (1) research questions, 

(2) informants and their setting, (3) tools of data collection, and (4) data analysis 

techniques (see table 1). 

The ethnographic approach. 

An ethnographic design such as the one used in this study is characterized by 

several significant features (Schwandt, 1990), that highlight its qualitative and 

naturalistic inclination. These features include (a) the selection of a natural context so 

that, as far as possible, the experience of the members in that context may be 

understood as they live it; (b) simple fieldwork methods that involve the investigator 

as the major instrument of data collection; and (c) a wholistic recognition of the 

context being studied. The recognition of these features is evident in the nature of the 

documented data and inductive analytic techniqes that an ethnographer uses. Such a 

methodology therefore demands, from an ethnographer, an attitude that may best be 

described in Malinowski’s words, cited by Spradley (1981) in his guidelines for 

ethnographic observations. The goal of ethnography is "to grasp the native’s point of 

view, his relation to life, to realise his vision of his world" (p. 4). The selection of 

the context, the tools for data collection and the analytic techniques in this particular 
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inquiry reflect this attitude and characteristics of an ethnography. 

Selection of the context and the informants: 

Based on preliminary observations in the first grade and Kindergarten 

classrooms of several public schools I decided that a Kindergarten classroom would 

be most appropriate to investigate the formulated research questions simply because 

the Kindergartners are not exposed to the formal schooling process before they come 

into Kindergarten. Such a situation thus provides optimum scope to observe the 

development of a wide variety of rules that could indoctrinate the children into the 

classroom and formal school culture. After deciding on the grade level I began the 

search for a particular kind of classroom atmosphere. Before I describe this 

atmosphere that includes a description of the informant and her setting, I will briefly 

explain my decision to select the classroom teacher as my entry point into the system. 

The first step in this selection process was to determine the appropriate entry 

point. I relied on literature and personal experience to make this decision. The teacher 

plays an important role in creating and maintaining the classroom atmosphere 

(DeVries & Zan, 1994). Although the classroom climate is a result of the interaction 

between the teachers and the children, two major factors controlled by the teacher 

were required for this particular inquiry. The first one was influenced by my decision 

to investigate the context through participant observation. Such an approach required a 

feeling of mutual comfort between me and the teacher. For the teacher, it involved a 

sense of security and the willingness to be observed. This would allow me to become 
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a part of the classroom, and to discuss with her, her teaching style and classroom 

practices. On the other hand, I needed to feel comfortable enough to be a part of the 

classroom, and feel free to converse with her so that optimum information could be 

obtained. 

The second factor was related to the classroom routines and activities that the 

teacher offered to the children. To be able to observe the process through which 

children understand and practice rules I needed a classroom setting that included a 

variety of activity settings such as large group, individual and small group activities; 

and a multiplicity of interaction patterns (See chapter 1 for a discussion). The 

implications of such a setting for my investigation will become clearer as I introduce 

the selected informant and her classroom setting in the following subsection. 

Ms. Munro* - The selected informant. Ms. Munro, whose classroom 

eventually became the setting of the study, was observed for one morning and one 

afternoon in November 1993. I based my selection on the following observations 

which indicated that she would be able to provide the context required for the 

investigation. First and foremost, on both the days that she was observed, she seemed 

at ease and was least influenced by my presence. She followed her classroom routines 

as planned with no attempt to alter her plans in order to accomodate me. 

  

*Pseudonyms have been used for the teacher, children and school in which this 

research was conducted. 
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She made no appologies for any spontaneous occurances in the classroom that might 

have appeared to be inappropriate to an outsider. The normal conduct of the day was 

also evident through the children’s behavior. They seemed to be very comfortable 

with their teacher and all the classroom activities. This atmosphere thus contributed to 

my feeling of comfort, simply because I was able to slide in and choose how and 

when to fit into the group. This stood out as an important asset for my role as a 

participant observer. 

The distinctive existence of a unique culture in Ms. Munro’s classroom was 

conveyed in the short period of time that I observed its functioning. Specific 

terminology and behavior that all members of the classroom understood and acted 

according to required a fair amount of observation, inferring and guessing on my 

part. In this sense, I experienced being an outsider. It was tempting for me to ask 

how this culture came into being. While all classrooms that I observed had a culture 

of their own, the children in this particular classroom participated with enthusiasm, 

rather than merely following the teacher’s directions. 

Also, classroom activities varied in the form of interactions that they elicted 

from the teacher and children. There were structured activities in which children 

followed the specific directions of the teacher. There were also opportunities for 

children to work in small groups by themselves, without specific directions from the 

teacher. This arrangement that included teacher-child interactions and child-child 

interactions provided me with a large variety of settings to observe the children’s 
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application of rules in the classroom. Additionally, the teacher displayed a wide 

variety of interaction techniques. Some of these were (i) firm, directive statements; 

(ii) questions that facilitated discussions; (iii) simple, explanatory answers to 

children’s questions; (iv) "silly gimmicks" or a bag of tricks to hold the children’s 

attention; and (v) informative dialogue, as when implementing a lesson plan to ‘teach’ 

a concept. Overall, the teacher’s style provided an opportunity for me to observe, 

examine and infer the children’s thinking through their verbalizations in child-child 

and teacher-child interaction situations. 

Ms. Munro’s classroom setting. After I had explained the purpose of my 

project to Ms. Munro, she agreed to participate. At this point it became important to 

know more about her classroom setting for the next academic year. She was moving 

to another public school as a Kindergarten teacher. Additionally, she was going to 

team teach with another teacher, Ms. Reynolds. This added a different dimension to 

the study. The classroom now incorporated another group of children and their 

teacher. To maintain the focus of the study, i.e. to observe and examine the 

classroom rules, their existence, development and practice, I decided to concentrate 

my study on Ms. Munro’s class. Fully aware that there would be instances when 

either teacher could take over the entire group, or the two classes would do an 

activity together and that there would be constant overt and covert influences of both 

classes on each other, I decided to incorporate the activities that both the classes did 

together into my observation agenda. This decision was made after Ms. Reynolds had 
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agreed to participate in the study. Once I had selected the major informant, Ms. 

Munro, I was able to proceed through the hierarchical network of obtaining 

authorized permissions and written consents from the participants of the study and 

other school personnel. 

Permissions, consents and ethical considerations: 

The Human Subjects Review Board at Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State 

University examined a brief summary of the investigation to assess the potential risks 

to the participants. After the risks were estimated as minimal, the Board isssued a 

written approval for the project (Appendix A). Written permission was then received 

from the Superintendent of the Public Schools (Appendix B), following which I made 

consent forms available to the teachers and parents of the children enrolled in the 

participant teachers’ classrooms (See appendix C1 and C2). It was very helpful for me 

to be able to address the whole group of parents and seek their consent when they 

came in for the school orientation. Not only did it speed up the process, it also 

established a sense of trust as I met most of the parents in person. This rapport and 

relationship play an important role in ensuring the value of participants as human 

beings, especially in projects such as this one, where the involvement is intense and 

extends for a long period of time. Building up and maintaining the rapport was also a 

constant reminder to me, the researcher to see the participants as human informants 

rather than mere organisms under the microscope. On the first day, when the children 

came to school Ms. Munro introduced me as someone who was going to be in the 
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classroom with them. A week later, I explained in simple terms, to the children my 

purpose for being there and asked for their consent to participate in the study 

(Appendix D). 

The pr of participant observation: 

Getting started. My entry into the classroom began a week before the children 

started coming to school. I went in for brief periods of time to help the teachers set 

up the room. This interaction served two major purposes. First, it helped me to build 

up a rapport with the two teachers and other colleagues that I would come into contact 

with during the semester. I was able to confirm, extend and together with the 

teachers, construct a definition of my role in their classroom. They, in turn 

communicated their expectations to me. Secondly, I was able to familiarize myself 

with the set up of the room. This process provided an informal context for me to 

obtain information about how the teachers intended to organize the routines and 

communicate the schedule to the children on the first day of school. 

Thus, overall, this one week head start enabled me to anticipate a structure for 

the participant observations and begin to develop a relationship with some of the 

participants. It was like discovering my place in the whole setting. Mrs Munro had a 

desk for me and my belongings. My contribution in terms of helping write the 

children’s names, sticking up different symbols on the tables and math material 

storage tubs, and laminating several pictures for the wall played an extremely 

important role in helping me to feel like I was a part of the classroom. This emerging 
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involvement in what I was investigating created a sense of belonging that initiated not 

only a fleeting excitement, but a genuine desire to immerse myself into the setting and 

explore it with sensitivity towards its members. 

Grand tour observations. The entire process of conducting a participant 

observation was similar to that of exploring a maze to chart out its course rather than 

find a way out of it. I began my journey by exploring the boundaries of this maze, 

estimating the thickness of the walls and examining possible entrances and exits. To 

do this I had to constantly ask myself some broad questions about the classroom and 

its members. Spradley (1981) refers to these beginning observations as grand tour 

observations. He describes these as observations that capture the "main features" of 

the setting. The main guiding question for the observation was related to the focus of 

the study: What are the rules that exist in this classroom? Apart from this, some of 

the questions I asked myself during this phase were as follows: What is the physcial 

set up of this classroom? How and where is the classroom located in the school? Who 

are the people involved in this classroom community? What activities do they engage 

in? What are the objects or artifacts that this culture uses? How is the time organized 

in this classroom? 

My observations at that time were characterized by interactions with a minimal 

involvement. I distanced myself very often during this time. It was like climbing a tall 

tree to get a bird’s eye view of the layout of the maze, then trying one of the paths 

and immediately returning to the tree to get several snapshots without using the zoom 
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lens. This frequent distancing also introduced and trained me to fulfill the dual 

responsibilities of a participant observer. These included (1) getting encultured into 

the culture by engaging in activities that the members of the group performed and 

simultaneously, and (2) observing how others in the setting engaged in these 

activities. Furthermore, these preliminary observations set the stage for the narrower, 

focused observations. This focus was more relevant simply because it was derived 

from an understanding of the setting itself, and thus represented the experience of the 

participants therein. 

Focused observations. The decision about which aspects of the classroom to 

focus on was made on the basis of how the information obtained from my grand tour 

observations was related to the research questions. Some examples of the questions I 

asked to determine this relationship were: (1) How does the physical set up of this 

classroom relate to how children practice the rules? Flipped the other way, how do 

the existing rules influence the way in which space is used in the classroom? (2) In 

what ways do the exisitng rules differ for different activities? or in what ways are 

rules practiced differently in different activities? These kind of questions helped me to 

target several paths that could be explored. But paradoxically, the focused questions 

broadened the entire scope by revealing secret push-buttons that opened hidden doors. 

A concrete example would help illustrate this metaphor. 

Over the course of the observation I saw that there was one rule that appeared 

to be consistent for some small group activities such as ‘free play’ and ‘math tubs 
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time’. This rule required every small group to consist of not more than four people. 

However, there was inconsistency in how it was practiced. Several instances showed 

that it was more flexible during ‘free play time’ than during ‘math tubs time’. Thus 

the question, “how is this rule practiced differently in different activities", helped me 

to focus my observations on social interactions with specific reference to this rule and 

the activities in which it was supposed to be practiced. Simultaneously, it activated a 

search for other rules that might have been practiced in different ways in different 

activities. Through focused observations seeking this information, a third avenue 

emerged. The children provided reasons for why the rule existed, when I asked them 

specific questions. As they answered my questions and debated what was appropriate 

and inappropriate in the context of that rule, they portrayed a deep sense of conviction 

that rules could not change. But there were parts of rules that could be condoned. 

There were also times when children believed they were following the rule as it 

existed but actually did not. This led to a different kind of exploration in which I 

began to focus on interactions of the children and teachers in different parts of the 

classroom, irrespective of the activities, in order to gain a better understanding of 

which rules changed with little or no discussion, which ones required a fair amount of 

discussion and which ones remained constant in all circumstances. 

The nature of interactions. My involvement in the classroom varied from 

situation to situation. Overall, it progressed from minimal involvement to active 

participation as the semester progressed. The intensity of involvement may best be 
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described in terms of the kinds of interactions I engaged in with the members of the 

classroom. These included (a) didactic interactions; (b) passive interactions; and (c) 

active interactions . 

(a) The didactic interactions involved giving directive statements to the 

children. These type of interactions surfaced when I ‘took over’ as the teacher. For 

example, this occured when I was reading a story to the group, leading singing time 

while waiting for the buses or repeating the teacher’s instructions to individual 

children. During this time it was difficult to distance myself to document others’ 

behavior. Hence these interactions were documented in retrospect in my log. 

(b) The passive interactions involved observing and listening on my part 

without any participation. Such interactions were dominant when another teacher 

came in for specific curriculum areas such as art, music, library or guidance, or 

during large group activities. As mentioned earlier, I adopted this style for the initial 

grand tour observations. Occasionally I chose this form of interaction in order to 

watch a small group interaction, to merely observe and listen to what was going on in 

that situation. 

(c) The active interactions took place at three levels as I participated in 

classroom activities. First, there were those situations when my participation was 

limited to following the children’s instructions and playing the way they wanted me to 

play. In these situations I would ask questions only for clarification purposes. For 

instance, “Is it my turn now?" or "What am I supposed to do?" etc. At the second 
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level, I posed specific questions to the children as I participated in the activity. These 

questions were derived on the basis of the ongoing analyses of the observations that I 

was conducting. Thus, at this level I was constantly seeking situations that would 

allow me to pose a pre-determined question. For instance, "Why can’t Z join us at 

this play center?", "Why do you think we have this rule?", or "Can we change the 

rule?" etc. 

Finally at the third level, based on my observations, I contrived situations in 

the classroom and deliberately posed probe questions. These situations included 

activities like making a book of classroom rules, or a problem posed deliberately to a 

group of children who were already working together on a task. Sometimes I selected 

relevant situations that occured in the classroom for an elaborated discussion. 

These levels of interactions defined my position and functions in the 

classroom. Additionally I had also introduced myself as the teacher’s helper who was 

interested in learning more about the rules of the classroom. I noticed that the kind of 

activities in which the children sought my participation reflected their perceptions of 

my role in the classroom. These activities can be broadly classified into four 

categories. First, asking for individual help with instructional activities (e.g. cutting 

outlines, writing letters etc); second, asking for help with personal difficulties (e.g. 

tying shoes, feeling unwell, etc.); third, asking permission to do certain things (e.g. 

get a drink of water, go to the bathroom etc); and fourth, asking to join their play 

during small group times, outdoors, or to read a book. 
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Hence, using participant observations as the primary tool, I gathered 

information by watching, listening, questioning and contriving situations. With the 

help of this information, I prepared broad question areas for two semi-structured 

interviews with Ms. Munro whose classroom I chose to focus on. 

Semi-structured interviews: 

I conducted two interviews with the teacher. The first one was half way 

through the Fall semester and the second one was after the winter break. The first 

interview mainly served the purpose of maintaining the rapport and relationship with 

the teacher. It was an opportunity to exchange information between the two of us. 

This helped to put my observations into perspective and also gave her a more precise 

idea with concrete examples of what kind of information I was jotting down in my 

field notes. It also provided her with an opportunity to explain her rationale and 

reasoning for certain behaviors. As she expressed in this first interview, "I was 

worried that you might see some of the behaviors as inappropriate, but ... I feel much 

more comfortable now. I don’t see you as the ‘rule person’ anymore". 

This interview also helped me to understand her philosophy of teaching and 

her perception of the classroom. The interview lasted for an hour while the children 

went for their.music and guidance class. We had to stop a couple of times so that 

Mrs. Munro could help the children to move from one class to the other. 

The second interview with Mrs. Munro was aimed, primarily at gaining more 

indepth information about her perceptions of the classroom rules and the children’s 
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understanding of those rules. Throughout the semester, my frequent conversations 

with the teachers were aimed at clarifying, confirming or merely sharing my 

observations. However, owing to the context of the situation and time constraints, 

these conversations could not be extended to a deeper level, although there were 

several interesting and relevant comments that surfaced. Based on the data collected 

from my observations and interactions, I outlined some guidelines for the second 

interview (See appendix E). 

The second interview, which lasted for an hour and a half, focused on three 

areas. First, the teacher’s perception of the word ‘rule’; second, her perception of 

the role that she played in establishing, communicating and creating the rules in the 

classroom; and third, her perception of how children learned or understood these 

Tules. I used actual instances from my observation data to probe into these three 

areas. This interview was especially useful in assisting me to revisit my data from 

the teacher’s perspective. This was a necessary task since my approach to the 

phenomenon was that of understanding the participants’ experience in their setting. 

For this interview, we met in the teachers’ lounge in the school, after the children had 

left for the day. 

Recording the data: 

All of the data that were collected through participant observation were 

recorded in the form of field notes and a personal log that I maintained. Some 

selected conversations were also audiotaped. I incorporated the transcripts of these 
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conversations into the daily field notes. The children were first introduced to the tape 

recorder in a large group and explained why it was being used. 

Field notes. This was the most extensively used record. At all times, I kept a 

note pad handy in the classroom, on the playground and any other location that the 

children went to in the school. In these notes I described every ongoing activity as it 

occured in terms of the physical arrangement of the space in which it was occuring, 

the physical location of the participants as they engaged in it and verbatim dialogues 

that the participants used. Sometimes it was easier to code this information in the 

form of diagrams. These frequent jottings captured the essence of the activity and had 

to be recorded in a condensed form (For an example of a condensed field note record, 

see Appendix F). The condensed field notes were elaborated upon at the end of the 

day or as soon as possible. 

It was impossible to write down these notes while I participated in an activity. 

The most convenient way to do this was to frequently remove myself from the 

situation and jot down the major features of what occured. In situations like group 

times which were led by the teacher, or in situations where I decided to play a passive 

observer role, I was able to place myself in a particular spot in the classroom or near 

the group from where I could observe and jot down notes. Often interesting and 

relevant conversations that could best be annalysed if they were in verbatim form, 

were audiotaped with a portable tape recorder. The field notes thus, were pure 

descriptions of the context, the activities and conversations that occured within it. 
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Personal log. Along with descriptive accounts of situations, I maintained a 

reflective journal. In this journal I recorded my experiences about being a member of 

the classroom culture and reflections about the information that I gathered. 

Approximately four entries were made over the semester. I began making entries half 

way through the semester. These entries included my thoughts about the data that I 

was recording in my field notes. Sometimes these entires included questions or 

hypotheses that surfaced through my observations and reflections. These reflections 

were one of the sources that helped me to focus the grand tour observations. 

Simulated activity, making a book of classroom rules: Over the semester, I 

realized that a frequent activity that was enjoyed in the classroom was making books. 

Each child would make a page to be included in the book and then dictate a sentence 

or two to the teacher. These pages were then put together to make a book and the 

children could take the book home to read with their families. The dictation of 

children’s comments afforded the opportunity for probes and so I decided to use this 

activity to gain more information about the children’s understanding of rules. For this 

project, the children worked individually, though they often sat at a table with one or 

two other children. During free play time (December 7, 1994) I told them that we 

were going to make a book of the different rules in their classroom. I asked each 

child to choose one rule in the classroom, draw a picture about it and then explain 

what they had drawn or tell a story about their picture. Some of them preferred to 

dictate their explanation while others asked to be audiotaped. I had intended to use 
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this activity to facilitate small group discussions among the children as they worked 

on the book. However, each child interacted with me on a one to one level rather 

than with other children. Although my attempts to faciliate group discussions among 

children triggered some conversation, it did not persist for more than a few seconds. 

Data Analysis: 

As is evident from the description of the process of participant observation 

data analysis occurred within the data collection process. The basic analytic technique 

involved reading and re-reading the data while thinking, making spontaneous 

comments and posing tentative hypotheses about them. Beginning with the grand tour 

observations, this technique helped me to determine several foci that activated more 

paths to follow. The aim of this kind of analysis was to deconstruct the existing 

observed situation and spread out the scope of the observation, branch out into 

various directions and gather more information to understand the entirety in some 

organized fashion. It was much akin to the process of creating a picture by blowing 

through a straw to spread out a blob of watery paint. Each blob of paint spread out 

into branches and sub-branches. After this deconstruction, the created picture had to 

be seen as a whole rather than as branches and sub-branches. This reconstruction was 

achieved through three procedures that were used after the ‘straw painting’ was 

complete. These three procedures were domain analysis, taxonomic analysis, and 

cultural theme analysis (Spradley, 1981). 
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Domain analysis. Typically, this procedure involves a careful search for 

“cover terms", i.e. words, phrases or terminology that represents a cluster of other 

terms (included terms). These included terms are connected to the cover terms 

through some semantic relationship. For instance, the phrase “play activity" (cover 

term) includes in it several activities like coloring, cycling, block building, 

housekeeping (included terms). They are linked to the phrase play activity by the 

semantic relationship ‘is a kind of’. For example, block building is a kind of play 

activitiy. The semantic relationship is nothing but an exploration of how the words or 

terms are being used by the members of the culture in their cultural context. 

For this particular study, I drew on the grand tour questions to begin the 

search for domains. Kinds of activities, kinds of rules, kinds of spaces were some of 

the domains that facilitated the emergence of other domains such as ‘ways to 

communicate rules’, ‘ways to work around rules’, etc. An example of a domain 

analysis worksheet has been provided in Appendix G. 

Taxonomic analysis. This kind of analysis primarily stems from the domain 

analysis. The wide variety of included terms that exist in all cultural domains 

strengthens the need to explore the relationships between these "included terms". The 

"included terms" differ from each other in unique ways. To elaborate on the previous 

example, both coloring and block building are kinds of play activities but they are 

different kinds of play activities. Within a domain therefore, all the included terms are 

organized in some order. A taxonomy is a classification system that exposes this order 
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and organization. Such a classification contributes to understanding and infering the 

embedded meanings that members of cultures might assign to the lingual terms that 

they use so frequently. Rules for instance, in this project, was a term used extensively 

by all the members and was definately the focus of the investigation. A taxonomy of 

rules provided a clearer picture of what members meant by the word ‘rule’. 

Cultural theme analysis. In order to bring together the detailed descriptions 

that were derived from the deconstruction of a wholistic experience, I used a cultural 

theme analysis. This form of analysis examined the concrete relationships between the 

different domains of the classroom culture and inferred underlying tacit themes that 

served as the binding thread holding these domains together. To infer these in a 

conclusive manner, the relationships that were discovered were taken one at a time 

and scrutinized as components of the classroom context. This involved going back to 

the descriptive observations to clarify and verify the validity of the inferred 

relationships. It was a process of continually asking oneself, "Is there is a link 

between these domains? What behaviors should I have observed in a particular 

situation if this cultural theme (a theme that I identified through this analyses) exists 

in the classroom?" The outcome of this analysis is manifested in my presentation of 

the results of this venture. The presented results and my interpretations of those 

results address the process of how young children practice and interpret the rules in 

their classroom through their social interactions. 
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Paths Traveled: Discoveries Along the Way 

"Doing ethnography always leads to a profound awareness ... You know a 

great deal about a cultural scene but you now realize how much more there is to 

know ... [The following is true of every ethnographic description]: it is partial, 

incomplete and will always stand in need of revision ... [However], in the process of 

writing one discovers a hidden store of knowledge gained during the research 

process" (Spradley, 1981, p.160). 

The overwhelming amount of data that stemmed from the field notes that I 

wrote everyday and my interaction with the classroom community members generated 

a sense of curiosity as well as an insecure feeling of getting lost in the tricky maze 

that I was exploring. The final writing experience, however, converted this insecure 

feeling into a realistic understanding, that while there was much more to know, mere 

descriptive accounts of daily activities in the classroom could reveal a wealth of 

knowledge. To communicate this acquired knowledge, I have selected three domains 

that are most relevant to my research questions. These include (1) the different rules 

in the classroom; (2) children’s practice of rules and (3) social interactions in the 

context of rules. I will begin with an opening chapter that describes a ‘typical day in 

the kindergarten classroom’. This description will equip you with the necessary 

background to understand the origin and structure of these three domains. 
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The Path Most Traveled: A Typical Day in the Classroom 

Typically, a kindergartner begins the school day outside the kindergarten 

classroom. Children from different grades at the Blossom Elementary School assemble 

in the school gym as their school buses or parents drop them off at approximately 

8:30 a.m. For the staff of the school however, the day begins earlier. At 8:15 a.m., 

the staff parking lot of the elementary school is already full. Most of the teachers are 

in their classrooms or other places in the school premises getting ready to begin the 

day for their children. Some of them are on “bus duty" helping the children into the 

gym and directing them to their class groups or to the cafeteria where some children 

eat their breakfast. As I walked up each day to the main entrance of the school from 

the parking lot into the main building, I could sense an atmosphere of buzzing 

activity. Corridors were always full of quick-paced walkers moving towards 

predetermined-determined destinations. Quick “good morning" greetings were 

exchanged as teachers, staff and children crossed each other. In the remainder of this 

section I would like to take you, the readers, on a grand tour of the life inside the 

kindergarten classroom, briefly introduce the members of the classroom community 

and describe their daily routine activities. The focus of this description is on Ms. 

Munro’s classroom. 

Preparation time. The first 20 to 30 minutes that the teachers spent in 

preparing the classroom while the children gathered in the school gym typically 

involved the following tasks. The snack, usually some kind of fruit, had to be picked 
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up from the school kitchen. Materials needed for activities throughout the day had to 

be made ready to hand out to the children and that involved trips to the main school 

office, down the hall to use the copying machine. Cabinets with the toys and games 

were opened so that the children could have access to those materials when they came 

in. Amidst other material, the lesson plan for the day occupied a conspicuous place on 

the teachers’ desks. Children’s art or other work that had been left out to dry near the 

window on the previous day was picked up every morning and either placed in each 

child’s cubby hole or stacked together to be handed out at some point during the day. 

On one of the round tables Ms. Munro would place cards with names of the children 

and their picture on it. In the center of the same table she would set out a blue tub 

with the attendance sheet. This busy preparation routine also incorporated 

spontaneous, brief periods in which the adults in the room greeted each other and 

caught up on personal life events over the previous night or the weekend. 

My role during this time was flexible and open. I would often help out 

wherever I was needed. Sometimes I would get the snack from the school kitchen, at 

other times prepare materials for certain activities and on several occasions get my 

own materials ready for the day. These included the field note book with the date and 

time written down and the tape recorder with the date, time and any other comments 

recorded onto the cassette inside it. There were a total of 5 adults in the room. Ms. 

Munro and Ms. Reynolds, the two classroom teachers; Mr. Casper, a student teacher 

in Ms. Reynolds’ part of the room; Mrs. White, a teacher’s aide in Ms Munro’s part 
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of the room whose responsibility was to provide individual attention and care to a 

developmentally delayed child; and finally, myself, a participant observer. 

hildren’ ival: the beginning of the day. At the sound of the three chimes 

that rang at 8:45 a.m. there would be a slight inconspicuous change in the activity 

inside the classroom. A quick glance at the clock on the wall, or a slight increase of 

speed in the work at hand or a transformation from a still, relaxed posture into one of 

calm alertness clearly indicated the staff’s anticipated arrival of the children into the 

classroom. One class at a time, they left the gym walking in single files, backpacks 

on their backs, coats in hand, down the first hall way and into the second door on 

their right. (see figure 1.) As they walked in, they pulled their backpacks off and 

hunted for any envelopes that contained written messages from their parents to their 

teacher. To their immediate left were the cubby holes with their name labels, into 

which they dumped their belongings. See figure 2 for a diagrammatic representation 

of the physical set up of the classroom Several of them usually had things to share 

with Ms. Munro. They would gather around her as she listened to them returning 

their warm hugs and welcoming them into the classroom. 

An important routine task to accomplish in the morning revolved around the 

round table that had the children’s name cards and the blue plastic tub. White 

envelopes with lunch money and notes from parents were dropped into the blue tub. 

Then, the children needed to search for their cards and walk up to the yellow lunch 

chart that had several plastic pockets. The very first pocket contained a card that says 
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"We bought our lunch". A couple of rows below was another card that said "We 

packed our lunch". To check in, the children needed to put their name cards that they 

picked up from the round table into the appropriate slot. "Are you going to buy your 

lunch today, or did you pack it from home?", Ms. Munro would ask the children 

who were having difficulty selecting the appropriate slot especially in the beginning of 

the semester. "Good! then place your card in any one of these rows because the card 

on the top says ‘We bought our lunch’ see?" 

The next activity on schedule in the morning was always free play time. This 

allowed the children flexibility in determining how much transition time they needed 

to move into the classroom. As the semester progressed, it was very obvious that the 

familiarity of the physical and psychological atmosphere of the classroom, which 

included routines, decreased the amount of time that the children needed to settle into 

the classroom. 

Free play time. Several small groups of children scattered all over the room, 

played with different self-selected materials taken from the toy and games cabinets. 

These small group activities with materials like blocks, legos, play dough, crayons 

and markers, a toy castle with small people, story books, dress up clothes and 

housekeeping props, art easels and several board games constituted a regular scenario 

during free play time. There were also a science center where activities changed 

every two weeks, and a listening center where children could listen to stories on audio 

tapes. 
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After the children had settled into play, Ms. Munro would get busy reading 

the notes from parents and managing the lunch money. This was also the time to 

check on which children were absent. Name cards left behind on the round table were 

more than often not a very accurate indication of who was absent. "Oh-oh! Timmy 

hasn’t come to school today!", the teacher would say as she glanced around to see if 

Timmy was in the room. "I have a lot of children absent today. Elizabeth ... Pearl 

..." Such specific reminders seemed to work with the children almost instantly. 

Timmy would run up from the block corner realizing that he had forgotten to check in 

and Elizabeth would emerge from yet another corner of the classroom. The three 

chimes ringing at this point in time would immediately be followed by a voice over 

the speaker "Please stand for the Pledge." The children dropped their play materials, 

the adults stopped their work, stood facing the flag on their side of the room, put 

their right hand over their heart and recited the Pledge along with the voice on the 

speaker. "... with liberty and justice to all" ... the sound of blocks hitting against 

each other and children conversing would resume as the voice on the speaker 

continued ... "Good morning everybody ... happy birthday to ..." 

At approximately 9:30 a.m. one of the teachers would ring a small handbell, 

at the sound of which the children would stop playing and freeze. "Boys and girls! 

what a wonderful play time! I saw some neat building and drawing. I would like for 

you to clean up quickly and quietly and sit in front of your teacher’s rocking chair". 

And of course there would be days when they had to be reminded that the bell meant 
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‘freeze’, or that they needed to calm down. On some days, the sound of materials 

being thrown back into their boxes would begin as soon as they heard the bell! Clean 

up would proceed with children picking up materials that they were last playing with, 

while Ms. Munro and Ms.Reynolds got ready for the next activity. Gathering the 

material that they needed was usually accompanied by short phrased reminders to 

keep the children on task with their clean up - "Clean up quickly"; "Put the legos 

away in their box"; "Oh-oh! someone forgot to put away the puzzles that they were 

playing with". These frequent reminders communicated to the children that they were 

expected to complete the clean up before the next activity could begin. 

As they finished their part of the clean up, children would begin to gather in 

front of Ms. Munro’s rocking chair for their favorite song and story time. Always 

equipped with a large number of songs, Ms. Munro’s singing attracted the children to 

the group like a magnet pulling paper clips in bunches. After all the children had 

come together, some amount of time was spent in distributing the “class-made books’. 

These were books that the children had made under the guidance of their teachers. 

Every child would get a sheet of paper to draw a picture or dictate a story, that was 

related to the predetermined-planned topic. Ms. Munro, would then put these 

individual sheets together to make a book. Some of the topics for these books were 

apples, manners, shapes, and turkey recipes. The children took the books home to 

read with their parents and brought them back the next day. 

Ms. Munro distributed these books during song and story time and used a 
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schedule which ensured that every one got a fair turn. "Lets see, Elizabeth took the 

book home yesterday. So today, one of the boys will get to take it." As she went 

down the list, she marked off the names of those who had already got a turn to take 

that particular book home. "Okay, Peter it’s your turn to take the book home. Put this 

in your backpack please." Another song or a short informal conversation facilitated by 

the teacher allowed time for these children to come back to the rest of the group after 

putting their books away. 

Often Ms. Munro would have selected a couple of books to read to the 

children. Out of these, the children were asked to vote for one book of their choice. 

"You can raise your hand for only one book!" Ms. Munro would remind them as she 

asked for a show of hands. "Okay, we have 10 who want this book and 8 who want 

this book. Which one is more, 8 or 10?" The book chosen by the majority of the 

children was read. In anticipation of the next activity in the daily schedule, which was 

calendar time, the end of the story was followed by a brief activity that involved 

movement. Calendar time required a fair amount of concentration skills. The brief 

transitional activity helped to move the children to their assigned spot in another part 

of the room. 

Calendar time. Calendar time included a series of different activities. These 

activities were writing the date, adding a straw to the straw box for each new day, 

counting the number of children present and absent, changing the leader for the day, 

putting tally bars to count the number of days they’d been in school and arranging the 
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magnetic flash cards to display the activity schedule for the day. Calendar time always 

ended with the morning message that the children dictated to the teacher according to 

a pattern that has been initiated by the teacher in the beginning of the semester. 

"Today is Monday, October the 3rd. We have been in school ____ days. Ann is the 

leader. We have music today." As the children started reading this message aloud, 

habitually following Ms. Munro’s pointer on the board, Mrs White or I would get the 

snack ready at one of the round tables in the room. The children were then dismissed 

from the group to line up and wash their hands. 

The children took turns to do the various calendar time activities. Ms. Munro 

would remove her stack of index cards that had the children’s names written on them. 

“Okay, let’s shuffle off the buffalo," she would announce as she began to shuffle the 

cards. "Shuffle off the buffalo" the children would respond, laughing. The index 

cards helped to select a child for a calendar time activity. Ms. Munro had come up 

with this system, to make a conscious effort to allow every child to have a fair turn. 

Ms. Munro had participated in a research study that pointed out a tendency among 

teachers to select boys more than girls to answer questions. "That’s where this 

shuffling of cards came from," she explained during one of our informal 

conversations. After shuffling the cards once, each child would get a turn to choose a 

calendar time activity when his/her card came up in the pile. 

Snack time. The children had to line up to wash their hands before they could 

have their snack. In the long line at the wash basin, it was not uncommon to 
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encounter higher activity levels and outbursts of very precise, self expressive 

statements "Don’t push! that hurts!" Bob might shout as Timmy tried to make 

‘waiting in line to wash hands’ a little interesting by leaning on Bob. At the other end 

of the line, a loud conversation might revolve around why Ann is taking so long to 

finish washing her hands or get a drink of water. It was interesting to note that some 

of the rules in the classroom emerged from these occurrences. For instance, there was 

a time when we had to talk about pushing the paper towel dispenser only twice before 

you tore off a sheet, or at another point in time suggest that three sips of water at the 

drinking fountain were enough to quench a thirst after calendar time. Furthermore 

immediate intervention by the teacher was rarely required for any of the occurrences 

at the hand-washing line. The children were often allowed to take care of it 

themselves. 

"Take the one that you touch!" the children would remind each other as they 

clustered around the round table, after washing their hands, eyeing the cut fruit spread 

out on paper towels. A quick bite and they were ready to play outside on the 

playground. On cold days, some children would want a longer snack time. When the 

snack was not one of their favorites, it was usual to hear a "Oh, I’m not hungry 

today!" As they finished their snack, they would begin to line up at the door. When 

about 5-6 children were at the door, Ms Munro would go on to the playground with 

them. The rest of the children would then leave as they finished their snack. If Ms. 

Reynolds was already out on the playground the children were allowed to proceed 
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without having to wait in line. I would leave the classroom after wiping off the tables 

in the room. 

Qutdoor play. For most of the children this seemed to be the best time of the 

day. This was evident from the enthusiasm that they displayed in getting ready to go 

outside. On the playground itself, every child was actively involved in some activity 

or the other. Sometimes, the teachers would put a restriction on outdoor play as a 

consequence of inappropriate behavior. "Oh-oh, looks like we are going to have to 

Stay inside longer, because many people are not doing what they’re supposed to do," 

was a statement that would receive an immediate response from the children. They 

would either engage in the appropriate behavior or plead with the teacher. "No! 

Please! I want to go outside," was a very common response. 

Sliding, jumping and climbing on structured equipment, throwing, catching 

and dribbling the ball, riding tricycles and creating complicated plots for pretend play 

were some commonly seen activities on the playground. For approximately 10 to 15 

minutes the children engaged in these activities, while the teachers and other adults 

supervised them from a particular spot on the playground. Any intervention by the 

teacher, in play situations was usually related to a specific request from a child or the 

teacher’s prediction of a safety hazard. 

When the school semester started, the playground was still under construction 

and therefore some of the equipment could not be used. At this time in the semester, 

the playground rules were very explicitly stated to the children before they went out 
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and continually enforced with frequent reminders, while on the playground. "Now 

remember", Ms. Munro had said on the first day of school, "When you hear three 

short whistles like this, (blew the whistle) stop and look around because someone is in 

trouble, or your teacher needs to say something. When you hear one long whistle like 

this, (demonstrated) it means that we have to come back into the classroom". Since 

there could be several different classes out on the playground at a given time the 

children were instructed to stop and look around for their teacher. If the children saw 

their teacher’s hand raised they would come running from all corners of the 

playground and line up in front of her as she stood near the classroom door. "I would 

like for you to line up at the door so we can go to music." As she opened the door, 

the children would run in, stop to get a drink of water and line up at the door on the 

other end of the classroom. 

Facilitating the children’s transition from one activity to another was one of 

Ms. Munro’s strengths, especially when they had to go to another classroom. This 

was one of the times that she used, what she called her ‘bag of tricks’. This bag of 

tricks contained several transitional activities that were used to help children move 

from one activity to another. Some times, Ms. Munro also used them when children 

got restless in a large group situation. These activities appeared to be effective in 

helping the entire group of children to focus their attention on one adult. The entire 

group worked towards one shared goal. 
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The following is one example of a transitional activity that the children 

developed with guidance from Ms. Munro. "Lets walk down quietly so Mrs. Kenny 

won’t even know we’re there" Mrs M. once suggested. The children were excited. 

"Hide us behind you Ms Munro", Deanna begged. Ms. Munro spread out her apron. 

"Okay!", she said, building on the children’s ideas. All the children gathered 

themselves in a crouching position and tip-toed behind Ms. Munro all the way to the 

music class. A team fully committed towards a plan was a wonder to watch. All such 

occasions were of particular interest to me. How do members of a group work 

towards achieving a shared goal? What kind of activity stimulates it? How long does 

it hold the group together? Obviously the same trick did not work for too long. Over 

the entire semester these group tricks or ’transitional activities’ changed as frequently 

as needed. Ms. Munro would sense that the novelty of a particular trick was wearing 

out and then she would come up with new way of walking down the hall in a quiet 

manner. 

Mrs Kenny, the music teacher kept up with the excited group. Pretending not 

to know where they are, she turned to Ms. Munro and asked, "Well, where are all 

the children?” The children’s faces beamed with pride and accomplishment as Ms. 

Munro revealed all nineteen of them behind her apron. With quiet giggles and faces 

still beaming the children accepted Mrs. Kenny’s compliments for quiet behavior. 

Special subject time: I choose to call this a special subject time because half an 

hour everyday was set aside for a special curriculum area like art, music or physical 
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education. Children would be instructed by a teacher other than Ms. Munro. For 

some of these class periods they had to go to another room. On Mondays and 

Wednesdays the children went to the music room for a music class with Mrs. Kenny. 

Tuesdays and Thursdays were reserved for Physical Education in the Gym with Mr. 

Rogers and on Fridays, they met in the Library with Ms. Dunbar. On Wednesdays, 

before their music class, Ms. Ferris would come in to their classroom for half an 

hour to conduct the guidance class. Ms Munro used this time to fulfill various school 

responsibilities, including planning and organizing work. 

At 11:45 a.m., the children came back to their own classroom and walked up 

straight to the sink to wash their hands before lunch. This routine was not difficult to 

establish. Ms. Munro spoke to them on the first day of school and then reminded 

them at the door for the next two days, as she brought them back from their special 

subject class. In less than a week the children had picked this routine up. Most of the 

time, the line of children waiting to wash their hands looked like a constantly bobbing 

wave. Children exhibited their restlessness through different movements which often 

led to loud assertive tones and sometimes hurt feelings. As they lined up at the door, 

Ms Munro or I would engage them in songs or finger plays. When everyone was 

Standing in line, ready to leave the room, the lights were turned off. 

"Hips and lips!" Mrs M would call out. Most children would follow the 

instruction and stick one finger on their lips and the other hand on their hips and then, 

in a line they would walk down the hall, past the main office, into the cafeteria. This 
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particular trick "hips and lips" changed after winter break. Ms. Munro told me that 

the trick was losing its effectiveness and that the children were getting tired of the 

same trick. They had changed it to a bear (thumb of one hand) getting into its cave 

(a hollow fist with the other hand). 

My role during lunch time was pretty well determined. I led the line and 

positioned myself at the end of the serving area with a bunch of napkins and straws. 

Each child picked up a plastic bag of milk from a crate, walked down a few steps, 

received their food on a lunch tray from the cafeteria workers, while I stuck in one 

napkin and one straw in each of those trays. They walked out the door and seated 

themselves in the first row of tables against the wall of the cafeteria. This row was 

assigned to this class by the parent volunteers who helped in the cafeteria. 

The cafeteria was a noisy place with about four classes eating at one time. 

Children raised their hands when they needed help and the parent volunteers would 

attend to their needs. "You need to lower your voices"; "This table has been really 

good. You get a good behavior ticket"; "You need to sit in your chair"; “Yes, you 

may go to the bathroom" were commonly heard statements. Children diving under the 

table, blowing with their straws into their milk bags, sharing and making up silly 

jokes and laughing hysterically were some common children’s behaviors that could be 

seen. The cafeteria staff was constantly trying out different reward systems in an 

attempt to get the children to be more calm and quiet. I would always eat lunch with 

the children. Rarely would there be adults with the children. Parents who came to 
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have lunch with their children were often delegated a ‘visitor status’ by the children. 

They were told what the ‘appropriate conduct code’ was. The appropriate code 

included instructions such as "You have to raise your hand if you need something"; 

"You have to wait in your seats until the ‘lunch ladies’ come with plastic buckets to 

take your silver ware"; and "You have to throw the left overs in the trash and place 

the tray in the window". When the lights were turned off, the children would tell the 

visitor adults, "That means you can’t talk!". 

In the beginning of the semester, after about a week of school, Mr. Willard 

the school Principal addressed all the children in the cafeteria. "Boys and Girls. I 

need to talk to you.” He explained that the parent volunteers were finding it very hard 

to manage the cafeteria because it was so noisy. To work on reducing the noise level, 

they had to have some rules that everybody needed to follow. He stated the rules 

clearly. When the volume in the room rose, one of the parent volunteers would 

remind the children over the microphone to talk softly. This was considered as a 

warning. If the noise persisted, lights would be turned off and nobody would be 

allowed to talk. 

Two weeks later, as the volume rose in the cafeteria, I habitually waited for a 

voice to come over the microphone. All of us heard several beeps. Eyes and heads 

turned toward the sound. There was pin-drop silence. The traffic light on the wall had 

turned red. One of the parent volunteers took the opportunity to explain that it meant 

that it was time to talk quietly or not talk at all. A brief hush and the chatter resumed. 
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Over the next few weeks that children began to experiment with it. They realized that 

the noise level in the room activated the ‘beep’ sound on the traffic light. Along with 

the sound, the red light came on. Sometimes if there were children lined up near the 

traffic light even their soft talking would activate the beeps. The following week the 

traffic light was fixed up on the wall. The technique continued to be ineffective. The 

cafeteria continued to be a noisy place. 

Toward the end of the semester, the parent volunteers began to hand out good 

behavior tickets and the teachers followed this up in the classrooms by providing 

bonus time for outdoor play. Personally, I was unable to understand the rules in the 

cafeteria. I was unable to classify behaviors as inappropriate or appropriate. Talking 

loudly or softly were relative terms and children strongly believed that they didn’t 

need to bother about regulating their behaviors. If they did engage in inappropriate 

behaviors, an adult would let them know. "Aren’t we too loud at this table?" I once 

asked the group of children I was sitting with." "Oh, don’t worry about it," said 

Deanna. "Yeah, its okay," said Dick. "They will come and tell us if we are loud," 

said Klara. 

At 12:30 p.m., the ‘cafeteria ladies’ came around the table with buckets in 

which children dumped their silverware. After scraping their food trays at the other 

end of the room and placing them in the appropriate window to be washed, the 

children were supposed to line up against the wall. Ms. Munro would wait there to 

take them back to the room. Back they walked, in a line, ‘hips-and-lips’. The line 
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halted at the bathroom and those who needed to use it walked in. The others 

proceeded to the classroom. They pulled out their rest towels from the cabinet under 

the sink, moved to their assigned spots and began spreading them out. Lunch was 

always followed by a rest period. 

Rest time. There was a change in the children’s rest spots at the end of 

semester. In the beginning, the children were allowed to choose to lie down in a spot, 

that they chose in the classroom.. Later they were assigned a rest spot so that the 

teachers could manage unacceptable behavior more easily. Spreading the towels out 

on the floor and settling down for a nap took a long time, for rest time was not one 

of the favorite parts of the daily schedule. This particular entry in my field notes 

describes the general atmosphere during rest time 

September 15, 1995 ... it was approximately 12:40 p.m. Ms. 

Munro was waiting for the children at the bathroom, half a 

hallway away from the classroom. She requested me to go ahead 

and help the children settle down. I walked in with Peter, Clara, 

Jack, Ann and Phillip marching with restless vigor. I knew it 

was going to be hard getting them to settle down. I tried 

building up the atmosphere, whispering - "tiptoe like mice and 

get your rest towels out. Lets see how quiet you can be!" Peter 

pulled out his towel and started spreading it out but ended up 

dragging it around the whole room. I volunteered to help. He 
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accepted it but every time I put my side of the towel down, he 

would lift his side up, then move to another corner. Finally he 

responded to a firm request, "I need you to find a spot and lie 

down now!" Ann, who had found her spot came up to me and 

began chatting completely oblivious of what I was saying or how 

I was responding. Children were walking in one at a time from 

the bathroom. The ones already on their towels found it funny to 

call out to them or stick there legs out to touch them as they 

walked by... Ms. Munro walked in. There was a sudden hush. 

All of a sudden children were laying down on their towels in 

their assigned spots. I settled down to continue with my field 

notes... Kate walked up. "Can I use the rest room?" At least six 

other children came up in the next few minutes with the same 

question. Ann walked up to me again. "My mommy said that if 

my ears hurt I could use some cotton from my bagpack." She 

walked on to her cubby and pulled out some cotton from her 

backpack. In a few minutes Deanna walked up,"Peter’s not 

resting on his towel and Laura and other people are talking too 

loud, so I can’t rest." 

Frequently Ms. Munro and Ms. Reynolds requested the children 

to lie down and rest: "I’m looking for some good restors!", 
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“Looks like we’re going to have to rest longer if we keep moving 

around"; "If we have a good rest time we can do the bean bag 

boogie!”. These reminders elicited very brief moments of quiet 

rest time behavior ... until at around 1:00 p.m. the teachers 

announced the end of rest time. 

Rest time usually ended with either a reward or a privilege removed by the 

teacher. On good rest-days, we either did the "bean bag boogie" or the "freeze" both 

of which were the children’s favorite ’moving to the beat’ records. On not-so-good 

rest days, children were asked to rest longer. This resulted in a reduced outdoor play 

period, a consequence that was explicitly stated to the children. "Boys and girls, when 

the lights come on I would like for your to fold your rest towels and put them away 

under the sink. Then sit in front of your teacher’s rocking chair. We will be doing 

math tubs". Children would fold their own towels, sometimes asking for help. On 

some occasions we insisted on helping them to redirect any "horse play’ that 

accompanied the routine task. 

Math tub time. On a tall shelf behind Ms. Munro’s rocking chair were several 

tubs with different colored symbols taped on them. Each symbol had an identical twin 

that was taped somewhere in the classroom, either on a table or on a cabinet. Each 

tub had materials that facilitated the learning of math concepts. These included unifix 

cubes, little rubber teddy bears, lima beans white on one side and red on the other, 

buttons of different kinds and several other things. As Ms. Munro called out the 
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children by what they were wearing, the children went up to the shelf and chose a 

math tub that they would like to work with. They checked out the symbol on the tub 

and found its pair in the room. The symbol indicated the spot in the classroom where 

that particular tub could be used. Children could choose to play with any materials as 

long as there were only four people at each tub. Ms. Munro allowed time for the 

exploration of the materials. She moved between work at her desk and supervising the 

different groups of the children. This was the time that I used to interact actively with 

the children in small groups. I observed their play behavior with a focus on how they 

created rules with the materials that they played with, how they practiced the rules 

that were set in the classroom and how they played certain ‘games with rules’. At the 

sound of the teacher’s handbell, the children froze like they were supposed to. "Boys 

and girls, I would like for you to clean up quickly and quietly and come and sit in 

front of Ms. Munro’s rocking chair." 

Art time or other instructional activity. Depending on what day it was, this 

time was reserved either for art or an individual structured activity in which they 

followed specific directions that their teacher gave them. The children would first 

gather in a large group. The teacher would instruct the children by explaining the 

activity and demonstrating the different steps that the children needed to take to 

complete it. Frequently this instructional part would be interrupted with statements 

like, "Oh-oh! there are children who are not listening and Timmy is not going to 

know what to do"; "I?ll wait. I'll wait till everyone is quiet. Show me you’re ready to 
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listen". 

Ms. Humbert, the art teacher, Ms. Munro or Ms. Reynolds, whoever was 

leading the activity for that day received full support from the other adults as they 

proceeded with the instructions for their activities. Other adults would often repeat 

each others statements or ask deliberate questions to keep the children focused. This 

was a time when the children from both the classes would be combined into one big 

group. At the end of the lesson, the teacher dismissed the children, a few at a time, 

and handed them some materials that they needed for the activity. Most of the time 

this was a sheet of paper for their individual work. As they walked away with it to 

find a seat, they would stop by their cubbies to pick up their crayon cups. After 

assisting with the distribution of the materials, I would observe them by either 

positioning myself at one of the small groups or by moving around to the different 

groups. 

Several of the children would often take time to watch what other children 

were doing before they started out on their own projects. Some were quick to 

confront a peer who proceeded with the activity in an unconventional way. “That’s 

not how you do it. Stick it on the top. See how Ms. Munro did it". This was an 

interesting observation. The teacher would end all instructional periods with a 

question like, "Should your mouse look like mine?" "No!" the children would chant, 

then move to their seats and attempt to get a product as close in resemblance to the 

instructor’s as they possibly could. 
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The next step was to set their creations on the floor near my desk to dry, clean 

up their work spaces, wash their hands, pack up their bags and make sure that all 

papers placed in the shelf under their cubby went into the bags. These were shelves in 

which Ms. Munro would put important school and classroom notes and information 

that parents needed to receive. Once the bags were packed and placed in front of the 

phonograph record player (which was located near the calendar board), the children 

could go outside and play. The duration of this outdoor play depended on how much 

time there was before the first school bus arrived. As soon as the first school bus 

entered the parking lot, Ms. Munro or Ms. Reynolds would sound out one long 

whistle, signalling to the children to come back to the classroom. 

The end of the day: waiting for the school buses. The room at this point in 

time would look extremely chaotic. However, every single member in the room knew 

and did exactly what he/she was supposed to do. Sometimes I would be overwhelmed 

by the sight. The children walked into the classroom from the playground, 

spontaneously moving to their cubbies, pulling their belongings out and finding a 

place to sit on the floor, in front of the table that had all the electronic equipment 

required to play an audio cassette or a phonograph record. Ms. Munro selected the 

children’s favorite songs and sometimes introduced new ones during this time. The 

children sang along with the recording. Often these songs would motivate the children 

who were still at their cubbies packing their things to move faster and join their 

peers. Friendly helpers from the fifth grade were assigned duties and helped out by 
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calling out the bus numbers and escorting the children to their buses. At this time, the 

children were required to sit on the floor and join in the singing as they waited for 

their buses. Occasionally a selected few would display their energy levels by moving 

away from the group, chasing each other or crawling under the tables. When all 

tricks, requests and firm commands failed, Ms. Munro would put up the "silent star". 

The silent star denied every person in the classroom the right to speak. I noticed that 

the silent star was used more frequently during the end of the day. 

Dismissal chimes would ring at five minute intervals. The buses arrived in a 

predetermined-scheduled order known to all classroom teachers. .At the first.chime, a 

friendly helper from the fifth grade would call out with great enthusiasm, “Car-riders, 

walkers and bike-riders, please line up at the door. Thirty-eight first load please line 

up at the door!" Ms. Munro reinforced his words. Children left in groups as their bus 

numbers were called out. As the group got smaller, the teachers changed the 

activities. They would read a book or facilitate a movement activity. At 3:35 p.m. the 

last bus arrived. There were four children altogether from Ms. Munro and Ms. 

Reynold’s classes that took this bus home. For approximately five minutes they had 

the whole classroom to themselves. A lot of times, Ms. Munro would do several 

movement activities with this small group. Several times they would choose what they 

wanted to do. They had the whole classroom to themselves for approximately five 

minutes. As these last four children rushed out for their bus, Ms. Munro would sink 

into her chair for a few minutes before she got ready to wind up her day or get ready 
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for a meeting! 

What made this day a typical day was the daily schedule and the nature of the 

activities. There was an entire organized system that helped to maintain an order in 

the functioning of the group. This organization created several sub-contexts for social 

interactions in the classroom. Children interacted in small groups, large groups and 

also spent time on individual activities. In all of these sub-contexts, there was an 

ambiguous recognition of certain expected forms of behavior or cultural rules that 

members of the classroom community knew, learned, practiced, and violated. The 

time sequence laid down (a) when a particular activity was to be done, (e.g. It is free 

play time now); (b) where it was supposed to be done, (e.g. sit in front of Ms. 

Munro’s rocking chair for stories and songs); (c) what materials were to be used (e.g. 

use your crayon cups for work time); and (d) what behavior was expected in order to 

accomplish the task or goal of the activity. (e.g. lie down during rest time). 

The social interactions in the classroom helped communicate these cultural 

Tules to the children. Ms. Munro used several different techniques to introduce and 

maintain the practice of these rules. (a bag of tricks, explanations, consequences etc). 

A closer look at the different rules revealed the existence of a system in which these 

rules were nested in some logical organization. In the next chapter I will present a 

taxonomy of the different rules that existed in the classroom. 
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Retracing the Explored Paths: 

A Taxonomy of the rules in the classroom 

In this chapter, I would like to identify the different rules in Ms. Munro’s 

classroom to illustrate that children function in a complicated system of rules. 

Taxonomies are classification systems that organize information in some logical order. 

Through my observations, and based on Ms. Munro’s perceptions of the rules in her 

classroom I derived a taxonomy of the existing rules. Before unfolding this taxonomy, 

I would like to define the term rule. This definition of rule is the one that I am using 

to interpret, from my lens, the functioning of the classroom culture. 

The definition of the term ‘rule’: 

The teacher, children and I agreed upon three criteria that defined the term 

‘rule’. These criteria were (a) rules are expected forms of behavior; (b) the rules 

ought to be practiced by members of the classroom community; and (c) the rules had 

consequences if violated. Putting these criteria together, rules may be defined as 

expected forms of behavior that members of a group commonly understand as being a 

way to think and act in order to achieve a common goal. Additionally, they are 

required conditions for an activity or interaction to continue in a desired direction. 

Thus, there are observable consequences if rules are broken. Based on this definition I 

examined my field note observations and identified the rules in Ms. Munro’s 

classroom. 
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Th nomic structur 

An overview. I constructed the taxonomic structure from my observations and 

the conversation that I had with Ms. Munro when I interviewed her. She identified 

certain types of rules in her classroom and defined them. Based on the definitions of 

the categories that she identified, some of the examples that she listed under each 

category, and my own observations, I classified the rules in her classroom. 

This taxonomy consists of three levels (see figure 3). At level I, there are (A) 

rules created by the teacher, and (B) rules created by the children. At level II, the 

rules created by the teacher are divided into (1) rules that children must follow and 

(2) rules that the teacher would like the children to follow. Finally at level III, the 

rules that the children must follow are further divided into (a) the ‘big rules’ and, (b) 

the ‘daily schedule rules’. I will now, define each of these categories. 

Definitions of the taxonomic categories. Level I: Rules created by the (A) 

the teacher, and (B) the children. The rules created by the teacher were the ones 

that the teacher introduced to the children in her classroom. These were rules that she 

imposed, in order to structure the functioning of the classroom. The rules that the 

children created pertained to their own play settings and consisted of their decisions 

about (1) who should be a member in the group, (2) what roles the members should 

be assigned, (3) the content of the ongoing activity, and (4) what actions were fair 

(see figure 3a). When children violated these rules in their play settings, I observed 

that sometimes the ongoing play activity stopped. At other times a new rule replaced 
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0 RULES IN THE CLASSROOM oO 

A. Created by the teacher B. Created by 

the children 

  

  

1. Children must 2. Would like the 

follow children to follow 

(social rules). 
  

        
| 

(a). Big | (b). Daily 
rules schedule rules 

Oo o   
  

Figure 3. The structure of the taxonomy of rules in Ms. Munro’s classroom. 

* Note: The following definitions of the major categories of rules. These definitions 

have been reconstructed from Ms. Munro’s definition of these rules. 

  

Rules created by the teacher. 
(The teacher made these rules based on her previous experience, and her observations 
of the children in this particular classroom). 

Big rules: rules that Ms. Munro “enforced along the board. [These rules] are the 

same for everyone. But the way I remind the kids ... is different”. 

Daily schedule rules: classroom routines that the children were expected to follow 

simply because Ms. Munro “told them to" follow them. However, based on the 
situation at the time and the individual needs of the children she made decisions about 
whether or not to enforce them. "... and then there are some little rules that are 
unspoken and are different for every kid ... I might skip that rule for someone, not 
everybody". 

Social rules. rules that Ms. Munro would have liked the children to follow in order to 
"make life pleasant". They were based on some values of the larger society. The 

three societal values were manners, fairness, and respect. 

Rules created by the children 

Children created rules in their own play settings. I inferred these rules from their 
behavior and conversations during their play. 
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OQ Rules created by children. O 
  

  

Group membership 

1. 

2. 

Role assignments 

1. 

Specific behaviors required for a particular activity 

1. 

2. 

Rules for fairness 

You may play if you do what we are doing 
Only babies can play 

You be the father/mother/bad guy/dinosaur etc. 

Classification rules (e.g. place all the yellow together, small 

together, fruits together etc.) 

rules for pretend themes (e.g. you can come in if you have a 
key; If you stay inside the dome you will be safe, If you 
touch the ball you are out; If you escape from jail we will 
chase you; etc.) 
games-with-adult-rules. (e.g. move in any direction on the 
chutes/ladder board as long as the number of moves matched 

with the number on the spinner; In the peanut butter and jelly 
game, spin the spinner, but take whatever item you want; For 
tic-tac-toe, you could make a triangle instead of a row etc.) 

    
  

1. If you have it first, it belongs to you 
2. If I give you one of mine, you should give me one of yours 

3. To decide who can go first, we must use chants like ‘eenie 
meenie mina moe’. 

4, Place the common materials in the center of the table. 

5. You can have five people at a mathtub or center if the fifth 
Q person is (a) a teacher; (b) just watching and not playing. g | 

Figure 3a. Rules created by children in Ms. Munro’s classroom. 
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the original rule that was violated. 

Level II. Teacher-created rules that children must follow and those that 

she would like the children to follow. Ms. Munro referred to the rules that she 

would like the children to follow as social rules. When she explained these type of 

rules she began with an example of a social rule. 

“Manners is a big rule. I don’t see - I mean - those are rules but 

they’re just - I use them in terms of being good to one another, treating 

one another with respoect ... no shouting at the table, sitting at the 

table, sharing food, ... those are all social rules that make life pleasant 

if you follow them." 

Thus, these were rules that were larger society values that were emphasized in the 

classroom (see figure 3b). Children were encouraged to follow them. A violation of 

these rules often resulted in large group ‘talks’ that Ms. Munro gave in order to 

emphasize their importance. The behaviors (e.g. good manners, being fair, and 

respecting each other), that were promoted through these rules were ones that were 

common to social interactions both, inside and outside the classroom. On the other 

hand, the rules that the children were required to follow were specifically focused on 

classroom routines and interactions within the classroom. 

Level Ill: ‘Big rules’ and ‘classroom schedule rules’. These were the two 

rules that the children were required to follow in the classroom. The big rules were 

ones that Ms. Munro defined as the rules that she "enforced across the board". These 
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0 social rules O 
  

1. Use good manners. 

For example: No shouting at the table; raise your hand if you want 

to say something in a large group; don’t eat until everyone gets a 
cupcake for a birthday party, use please and thank you, be kind/nice 
to each other. 

2. Be fair. 

For example: take turns. 

‘Fair’ systems that Ms. Munro used with the children. 
1. Shuffle-off-the buffalo. (see appendix 8 for explanation) 
2. Vote to make a decision (the majority wins) 
3. Alternating boy/girl pattern for distribution of class books 
that children took home to read with their parents. 

3. Respect each other. 

For example: Listen to what someone has to say; talk to each other 
to sort out problems; do not destroy somebody else’s work/creation; 

Figure 3b. Teacher-created social rules in Ms. Munro’s classroom 
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were rules that were the same for each child in the classroom (see fig 3c). According 

to Ms. Munro, there were three big rules in her classroom. They were (1) don’t talk 

when the teacher or any other person is talking; (2) you can’t say you can’t play; and 

(3) don’t hurt anyone / keep your hands to yourself. Through my observations in the 

classroom I added two more rules that could be subsumed under this category. These 

were (1) safety rules i.e. rules that were enforced in order to prevent physcial injury, 

and (2) follow the teacher’s directions. This latter rule was implied through all the 

interactions in the classroom. Consequences of violating the ‘big rules’ were 

immediate actions that were taken by Ms. Munro.Some examples of these actions 

were verbal corrective statements like, “don’t do that"; and group discussions with a 

focus on the effect of violating the rule. An elaboration of specific consequences will 

follow in the next chapter. 

The classroom schedule rules, like the big rules, were rules that the children 

were required to follow. However, unlike the big rules, Ms. Munro modified the 

classroom schedule rules based on the children’s individual needs as well as the 

circumstances at that particular time. The classroom schedule rules specified 

appropriate behaviors that were required of the children during different activities in 

the day. Ms. Munro expected the children to follow these rules "for no other reason 

than [she] told them to". As is evident from figure 3d, these rules provided a 

structure for (a) which activity was to be done at what time; (b) how the space in the 

classroom was supposed to be used; (c) how the materials were to be used; and (d) 
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o The big rules OQ 

1, Don’t talk when the teacher is talking, or when any other person is 
talking. 

2. You can’t say you can’t play. 

3. Do not hurt anyone (physically or emotionally) / keep your hands to 
yourself 

4, Safety rules (imposed to prevent children from physical injury) 
a. Use walking feet in the classroom 

b. Do not stick any material / small toys up your nose or ears 
C. Do not throw blocks or other material 
d. Do not step into the parking lot (adjacent to the playground) 

during outdoor play time. 
e. Do not play where there is construction work going on. 
f. Ride your bikes in one direction only on the paved area. 

g. Do not go up the slide. 

5. Follow the teacher’s directions 

O . oO 

Figure 3c. The teacher-created ‘big rules’ in Ms. Munro’s classroom. 

77



    

oO The daily schedule rules Oo 

Follow the daily schedule. Follow the teacher’s directions when she makes changes in it. 
  

  

Rules related to space 

1. 
2. 
3. 

4. 

“ 

Coats and bagpacks belong in the personal cubbies 
Work on your side of the classroom. 
Sit in front of Ms. Munro’s rocking chair for large group activities (e.g. stories and 

songs; work time and beginning of math tub time). 
Sit in your ‘assigned spot’ for calendar 

Rest in your ‘assigned spot’ during rest time 

Rest towels belong in the 

cabinet under sink (beginning of the year) 
cubby hole (fridays) 

a desk of your choice (later in the year) 

The sticker on the math tub indicates which part of the room one can play with the 

materials in the tub. 

Sit in front of the phonogram for ‘songs’ while you wait for buses (beginning of 

the year); If you would rather listen to a story, sit in front of Ms. Reynolds chair (later 
in the year). 

Rules related to materials/classroom property 

w
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0. 

1. 

Use math tubs during math and toys other than math tubs during free play. 
You may not mix up the materials in the different math tubs 

Return materials to proper place after use. 

Use the bean bag that you get (don’t waste time choosing one). 

The turtle sandbox and any directive activity (e.g. special art/cooking project) during 

free play time may be accessed only when the teacher calls your name. 

Keep your classroom clean. 

Do not play with the classroom sharpener. 

Do not pick things off the wall 

Do not stuff paper down the toilet. 

To get a paper towel press the lever only two times. 

Do not stuff any classroom material into your pocket. 

Other_activity-specific rules 

N
A
M
 

Y
D
S
 

9°
 

Lie down quietly during rest. 

Put your picture card on the lunch chart (check in when you enter the class) 

Line up in order to (a) wash hands; (b) leave the classroom (c) get a bean bag/bike. 

Follow the cafeteria rules 

When in a large group, wait until the teacher-in-charge dismisses you from the group. 

Not more than four people at a math tub; house corner; and block corner. 

Follow the prescribed rules for structured play material like, tic-tac-toe; 

commercial board grames; your turn/my turn; surrounding patterns with unifix 

cubes. 

Answer only when it is your turn to do so during calendar time 

Stop playing when it is time for the Pledge of Allegiance 
  

Figure 3d. Teacher-created daily schedule rules in Ms. Munro’s classroom. 
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what were the activity specific tasks that were required to be accomplished. However, 

Ms. Munro indicated that some of these rules were different for different children. 

”... and then there are some little rules that are unspoken that are 

different for every kid. Like when we’re in grouptime together sitting at 

the chair, I expect everybody to stay there. But there are some kids like 

Timmy who might have to sit in a chair in order to pay attention ...” 

Thus, although the daily schedule rules were required to be followed by all the 

children, they had a potential to be re-created for the individual child as well as the 

entire group. For instance one of the daily schedule rules was ‘clean up your area 

after free play’. After the first few weeks of school, it was obvious that the children 

were getting frustrated with this rule at the ‘lego table’. They did not want to 

deconstruct their constructions during clean up time. Ms. Munro then suggested that 

they leave their creation on Ms. White’s table and write a story about it later in the 

day. Thus, the original rule was re-created and stated as ‘clean up after free play. 

But, if you want to write a story about your lego creation, you may leave it on Ms. 

White’s table’. 

In addition to these different types of rules, I observed some interaction 

patterns that were hard to label as rules. These were responses that members of the 

classroom community would collectively make towards a sign, symbol, word or a 

phrase. Although, I have not added them to the taxonomy I would like to mention 

them, since they played a role in providing a structure to the functioning of the 
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classroom. I will call these native language rules. 

Native language rules. These rules were culture-specific signs or symbols to 

which the members of the group responded in a common way. For instance the 

phrase “apple-sauce-cross" required the children to pop up and sit on the floor with 

their legs crossed underneath them; or "a mickey mouse button" was a symbol that all 

members wore to indicate their name, class and bus number in the beginning of the 

year. For a glossary of the native language rules, see appendix H. A list of the native 

language rules has been provided in figure 4. The special meaning of the sign or 

symbol was known only to the members of this particular classroom. Thus, the native 

language rules were embedded in a distinct language system that was used in the 

classroom in order to perform certain tasks together. 

Results of the taxonomic analysis 

One major significant feature that emerges from this taxonomy of rules in Ms, 

Munro’s classroom is that the children function in a complicated system of rules. A 

majority of the rules in the classroom were created by Ms. Munro. These rules 

provided the major structure for the classroom functioning, by specifying what 

activity was to be done as well as when and how it was supposed to be done. These 

rules also determined the kind of social interaction that was supposed to occur during 

a particular activity in the day, by specifying whether the activity was to be done in a 

small group, a large group or individually. Thus, these rules provided different kinds 

of contexts for children to interact in. 
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Q 
Native language rules (symbols/signs/words/phrasesthat all members of the sasoon 
community responded to as a group.) | 

Drum roll 

Apple-sauce-cross 
Finger hug 
Hips-and-lips 
Hocus-pocus-focus 
Friday dance 

Put your eyeballs on my eyeballs 
1-2-3, eyes on me 
Hide-us-Ms.Munro" / "Lets sneak up on 

10. Handbell sound 
11. Mickey mouse button 
12. | Zero-the-Hero-day 
13. is the leader. 
14. Whistle sound 

15. Freeze; Bean bag boogie. 

16. Shuffle-off-the-buffalo 
17. Silent star 

CO
RM
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A
M
 
E
W
N
 

      

Figure 4. Native language rules in Ms. Munro’s classroom. 

  

NOTE: See appendix H for a glossary of the native language rules. 
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Within these contexts that were created by the teacher’s rules, the children 

created rules to provide structure to their own play settings or assigned activities. 

Some of these rules reflected the children’s understanding of the larger classroom 

rules because they were either modifications of the rules created by Ms. Munro (e.g. 

to play tic-tac-toe, you could get a triangle instead of a row) or their expressions of 

abstract constructs such as fairness or respect (see figure 3b). For example, they 

considered the statement, "If you have it first it is yours" as fair and demonstrated it 

in their play settings. Other rules that they created were temporary conditions that for 

specific play interactions among the children. (e.g. you be the father / mother). Thus, 

the children created and understood their own rules within a system of rules created 

by the teacher. 

Hence, altogether, the children were functioning in the midst of a large 

number of rules that varied in how they were applied. As I described through the 

definitions of the different categories of the taxonomy, there were rules that were the 

same for everyone (big rules), those that were different for different children 

(classroom schedule rules/unspoken rules), those that the teacher would have liked for 

the children to follow (social rules) as well as rules that the children themselves 

created and had to live by. The children were learning and understanding these rules 

by being in the classroom and interacting with each other. It was not a system of 

rules that they had mastered before applying their understanding of it in a classroom 

setting. Having mapped out the existing system of rules in Ms. Munro’s classroom, I 
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will now proceed to examining the actual process that children engage in to 

understand, practice and create rules through their social interactions in the 

classroom. 
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Pursuing the Journey: A Spotlight on the Children’s Understanding of Rules 

In this chapter, I will examine the social interactions that occurred in Ms. 

Munro’s classroom and focus on the children’s understanding of the rules. We saw in 

the earlier chapter that children function in a complicated system of rules. They create 

their own rules within the contexts created by the teacher’s rules. I will present my 

interpretation of how children understand the teacher-created rules in their classroom 

in three sections. In the first section I will respond to the question, in what ways does 

the teacher inform the children about the existence of a rule in the classroom? In the 

second section I will focus on how the children practice the rules in their classroom 

once they know that it exists. Finally, in the third section I will identify some 

consequences that were used in Ms. Munro’s classroom and examine the social 

interactions that guided the children’s understanding of these rules. 

Section I: Informing children about the teacher-created Rules 

In this section I will focus on the ways in which the children were informed 

about the existence of a teacher-created rule. When Ms. Munro introduced a rule for 

the first time to the children in her classroom she used one of the following two 

methods. These methods were (1) direct instruction, and (2) responding to the 

violation of the rule. 

Direct instruction. Ms. Munro used this method in two different ways. For 

some rules she explicitly stated the rule before the children actually used it. For some 

other rules she guided the children with direct instruction while they were actively 
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engaged in using the rule. The following are examples of the interactions that 

occurred when Ms. Munro explained the rules before the children applied them in 

their classroom. 

The children were all gathered together in front of Ms. Munro’s 

rocking chair. It was math tub time and Ms. Munro had two big tubs 

full of unifix cubes. She put one on her lap. She began to pick up some 

of the pieces and fix them together while the whole group sang a song - 

‘waddily-ah-cha’, As the song continued children streamed in and 

occupied a spot on the carpet and sat facing Ms. Munro. Ms. Reynolds 

pulled up a chair and so did Ms. White. I was at one of the tables 

taking down notes. As the song ended Ms. Munro started to speak. She 

explained that just like the previous day they were going to get some 

toys to play with. She held up one cube at a time and stated that they 

were called unifix cubes. 

Ms. Munro: You can do lots of different things with these. You can put 

them together like this (demonstrated) or you can sort them out or you 

can build something. We have all kinds of different colors. (She rattled 

them in the tub as she spoke. The children stretched their necks to try 

and see what was inside) Lets see if you can tell what this color is (she 

held up a yellow piece) 

Children: Yellow 
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Ms. Munro: How about this one. 

Children: blue 

They continued for some time, 

Ms. Munro: Now here’s a real hard one! (The children stiffened up and 

paid close attention. She held up a maroon one). 

Children: That’s maroon. 

Ms. Munro: how did you know that? 

Michael: That was easy, real easy! (The children were smiling. 

Everybody was looking at Ms. Munro) 

Ms. Munro: Now, can you stick this up your nose or put it into your 

mouth? 

Children: No! 

Ms. Munro: Why not? 

Andy: Because you can choke on those. 

Ms. Munro: That’s right. How about - can I stick these into my pocket 

and take them home because I like them so much? 

Children: No. 

Ms. Munro: What will happen if I do? 

Some children: We won’t have any left to play with. 

Ms. Munro: That’s right. If everybody started taking one unifix cube 

home they will all disappear and then we won’t have any left in our 
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math tub. So, if you go to the math tub the next day you may not have 

any unifix cubes to build things with or sort out! 

With similar questions and explanations, Ms. Munro pointed out that 

the children also needed to make sure that there were no unifix cubes 

lying around on the floor, under the table because Mr. JJ the custodian 

came with “a big loud machine in the evening and that machine just 

[sucked] up all the little things on the floor”. 

Peter: That’s a vacuum cleaner, Ms. Munro! 

Ms. Munro: Is that what it is? I thought it was a lawn mower. 

The children laughed loudly. 

Ms. Munro: So when you hear the bell and your teachers tell you to 

clean up, make sure you look under the tables. Now I would like for 

you to go and find a place at the table ... 

When Ms. Munro or Ms. Reynolds gave instructions for an activity during 

work time, they displayed the materials that the children were supposed to work with, 

indicated the place in the classroom where they were supposed to work on the 

activity, and explicitly stated which behaviors were appropriate and/or which ones 

were inappropriate for that activity. Ms. Humbert used the same techniques to 

introduce the rules for the art activity. Hence when the teacher(s) chose to introduce a 

rule for the first time by explaining and stating it explicitly, their instructions were 

characterized by (1) leading questions such as the ones described above (e.g. "Should 
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you put them in your mouth?"); (2) detailed explanations for why a rule existed (e.g. 

... "We won’t have any left to play with), and (3) techniques to keep the children’s 

attention focused (e.g. songs, quizzing - "What color is it?", and deliberate mistakes 

that would make the children laugh). 

Similarly, when changes in original rules were to be introduced to the children 

for the first time, Ms. Munro often chose to explain them explicitly. For instance, the 

change in a rule regarding the children’s crayon cups was explained by gathering the 

children together and specifically stating, "There are certain things that have changed 

in our classroom". In the beginning of the semester a crayon left on a work table 

would be put into a common tray of crayons. When the children realized that one of 

their crayons was missing they could go and take it from the tray. The same rule 

applied to the scissors that the children possessed. Over the semester, this collection 

became unmanageable because of the increasing amount of "lost items". At this point 

Ms. Munro explained to the children that they were no longer going to have separate 

crayon cups and that they would use crayons from the common tray. Similarly the 

scissors were all set out on a stand near the window sill for use. 

I will now describe an interaction in which Ms. Munro provided direct 

guidance to the children as they were actively engaged in using the rule that was 

being explained. Ms. Munro believed that this was an important and convenient 

technique. " ... do things so that they see it happen and understand that something is 

going to be happening. I do that ... the reason I do it is not so much that I do it 
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because I’ve thought about it but it’s just more convenient. If I had to stop and 

explain every single rule ... I would be so frustrated. And half of them wouldn’t even 

hear ... [but] they notice what you do". Several of the daily schedule rules were 

introduced to the children in this way. 

On the first day of school, the children gathered in the gym. Some of 

them were dropped off by the school buses. Others came in with their 

parents. The parents were allowed to stay with them until the school 

Principal ended his speech with some introductory school regulations. 

Ms. Munro was in the gym getting the children together and directing 

them verbally to their spots. She engaged in pleasant conversation that 

Jocused on the children’s new backpacks, lunches, clothes and shoes. 

After the parents left the older children from first through fourth grade 

left with their respective teachers. Ms. Munro got up. "All those who 

have a yellow button like this (pointed to her own) are going to be in 

my class and all those who have a blue one are going to be with Ms. 

Reynolds". Ms. Reynolds raised her hand so that the children could see 

her. The children examined their buttons which were pinned on to their 

Shirts. These had been distributed earlier when they came in with their 

parents for the school orientation. 

"Now, listen carefully,” Ms. Munro went on, "see this red line 

here?” She pointed to the red line on the gym floor. "Lets see you find 
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a spot on this red line in front of me". The children stood on the red 

line. In the meanwhile, Ms. Reynolds organized her group and left with 

them. Ms. Munro began to sing an action song with her children. They 

Joined in and did the actions like her. To guide them to the classroom, 

and maintain a line, she focused their attention on the red line on the 

floor, asking them to walk on it. In a similar way she led them through 

the hallway into the classroom talking about what they were going to do 

when they went in. All of us helped the children take their backpacks 

off from their backs and find their cubbies to put them in ... 

Throughout the day the children were taken step by step through the 

different routines in their classroom. 

Thus, Ms. Munro guided the children with direct instruction as they 

participated in the routine that they were being introduced to. In the first week of 

semester, all of the routines were new to the children. During this time, Ms. Munro 

used this method of direct instruction while guiding the children through the routines 

extensively. Later in the semester, she used it on special days like field trip days, 

guest speaker days, rainy days and when there were school activities that all classes 

were supposed to participate in. Thus, direct instruction was one way in which Ms. 

Munro introduced a rule for the first time, to the children. 

Responding to the violation of a rule. Some rules were introduced to the 

children for the first time when somebody in the group violated the rule. Thus, these 
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rules were never stated but, their existence was obvious from the response that Ms. 

Munro gave when one or more of the children violated the rule. This method, 

therefore required the children to work ‘backwards’ and infer the rule from the 

consequence of not following it. As a participant observer I was introduced to several 

rules in the classroom by observing Ms. Munro’s reactions when someone broke a 

rule. For instance, I was able to infer that "do not answer out of turn" was a rule 

during calendar time when several children did answer out of turn. To this behavior, 

Ms. Munro would respond in several ways like, "It is Lori’s turn now", or "I asked 

Peter to answer this", or "So many people are answering and I can’t tell who’s turn it 

is". 

Interestingly, Ms. Munro introduced several rules in her classroom, for the 

first time by responding to a child who was violating that rule. She would verbally 

State that it was unacceptable to engage in that kind of behavior or get the whole 

group together for a discussion and explain why they needed to follow a certain rule. 

All the‘ big rules’ in Ms. Munro’s classroom were introduced for the first time when 

somebody broke them. For instance, the rule you can’t say you can’t play was 

introduced after some children had excluded Annette from their play. At this point 

Ms. Munro gathered the children together and asked them how they would feel if 

someone said to them that they couldn’t play. Ms. Munro, later stated in her 

interview that she had intended this rule to emerge because from experience she knew 

that the children would begin to exclude each other. 
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Sometimes a violation of an expectation could lead to a creation of a rule. For 

instance, when children began to play with the paper towel holder by pressing the 

lever several times and pulling out too many sheets of paper they were violating an 

expectation that children will use only as much paper as they really need. Such 

opportunities could be used as teachable moments to help children construct a rule 

that would address this behavior. In situations where a violation of a rule or an 

expectation is anticipated, as in the situation with the rule "you can’t say you can’t 

play", Ms. Munro was able to use the opportunity to make the rule more meaningful 

to the children by co-constructing it with them. 

Conclusion. I pointed out in the previous chapter that children function in a 

complicated system of rules. From the data presented in this chapter, we can see that 

few rules are explicitly stated to the children. The majority of rules are implied 

through direct guidance or introduced only when the need arises. Thus, understanding 

rules in the classroom requires children to have the ability to understand and interpret 

the social situations and infer the appropriateness and inappropriateness of behaviors 

in those social situations. 

Both the methods that Ms. Munro used to introduce children to a rule for the 

first time created contexts in which the rules could have been co-constructed by the 

teacher and the children. For instance, we saw how the rule "you can’t say you can’t 

play" was co-constructed by discussing feelings about being excluded from a group. 

These opportunities need to be used when they become available. Pollard (1985), 
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asserted that inferring tacit and taken-for-granted conventions is achieved through a 

process of interaction and negotiation by which the teacher and children begin to get 

to know each other. Through these interactions they "define the parameters of 

acceptable behavior in particular situations" (p. 161). 

Although, there wasn’t enough opportunity to observe the teacher and children 

co-construct a rule, we can see from the data that the possibility to do so exists in a 

conspicuous manner. However, merely knowing that a rule exists does not imply that 

the rule is understood. From the description provided in this chapter, about how the 

existence of a rule is communicated to the children by the teacher, it appears that the 

rule is merely an external stimuli or sign (Vygotsky, 1978) to which children respond. 

An analysis of the different ways in which children apply the rules that they know, 

will provide more information about how they ‘make sense’ of these rules. I will 

focus on this information in the next section. 

Section 2: The children’s practice of rules in the classroom 

In the conclusion of the previous section I suggested that children need to 

understand and interpret their social situations in order to internalize the rules in the 

classroom. An examination of the social interactions of the children when they 

practice the rules in their classroom will shed light on some of their interpretations of 

their social surroundings. In this section, I will first describe the ways in which the 

children practiced the rules in their classroom. I will then, identify some behaviors 

that are indicative of the children’s ability to understand and interpret social 
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situations. To conclude, I will present the children’s practice of rules in the classroom 

as active explorations that they engage in to find meaning for themselves. 

Ways of practicing rules. The children’s practice of rules may be defined as 

behaviors that they exhibit when they apply the rules of the classroom in their 

interactions. These behaviors may or may not be in the form of adherence to a rule. 

In fact, my observations in Ms. Munro’s classroom showed that the ways in which 

children practiced the rules differed in the degree to which a rule was followed (see 

Figure 5). Hence, I chose to conceptualize them as four distinct points on a 

continuum. At any given time, as a response to any given rule, children would (1) 

follow the rule completely; (2) follow the rule to a certain extent with their own 

modifications; (3) deliberately manipulate a rule by engaging in behavior that is 

socially acceptable; and (4) blatantly violate the rule. The following are some 

examples that will better illustrated these four points on the continuum. 

(1) Following a rule completely. When children followed a rule completely, 

they behaved in a manner that they were expected to behave. For example when 

children gathered together in front of Ms. Munro’s chair for ‘story and song time’, 

they were following the rule ‘sit in front of Ms. Munro’s rocking chair’ completely. 

Similarly, when they followed the directions while dancing to the ‘freeze’ music, 

cleaned up the blocks after free play, waited in line quietly to wash their hands, sat in 

their appropriate places for calendar or completed their assigned individual projects, 

they were following the rules completely. In their own play, they followed the rules 
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Figure 5. Children’s practice of rules: a continuum 
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that they created. When Michael, Jack, Nick and Barry played power rangers they 

assigned roles to each other. Throughout the game, Michael performed the duties of 

the white power ranger and Nick was the power ranger who was capable of re- 

charging the batteries of the dead power rangers. Vygotsky (1978), refers to such 

rules as covert rules. These are rules that go along with certain roles that players take 

on in play. Obviously, the entire group had to know their roles and the expected 

behaviors, for the game to continue. Thus, apart from following the teacher-created 

rules for free play time, these children were also following the rules that they had 

created for their play episode. 

(2) Following the rules to a certain extent with modifications. When 

children played without adult participation during free play time and math tub time, 

they had the opportunity to play with some structured games with rules. These 

included commercial board games like "peanut butter and jelly", "chutes and 

ladders", and teacher-made games like "your turn, my turn" and "tic-tac-toe". When 

children played these games, they modified the original rules of those games. The 

acceptance that the rules would be modified appeared to be understood by the players 

because there was no discussion about what rules were to be followed, before the 

game started or while it was being played. 

As children proceeded with the game their actions seemed to convey that they 

knew what was supposed to be done. They gave quick directive responses to my 

question: "What am I supposed to do now?". Consider the following interaction when 
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I spent time with a group of children during free play time. The children were playing 

a game called ‘peanut butter and jelly’. The game carton included a spinner that 

would point to pictures of the different parts of a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. 

Additionally there were small cutouts of bread slices, peanut butter and jelly. Each 

player got a cardboard plate to place his/her sandwich on. The objective of the game 

was to make a peanut butter sandwich with the cardboard cutouts of bread slices, 

peanut butter and jelly. The players took turns to spin the spinner and pick up the 

item of which it stopped. 

Me: Is this my plate? 

Jenny: Yes, now you spin the spinner. 

Me: Okay. (I flipped the spinner. It stopped on the peanut butter.) 

Kelly: Okay, now you can take the peanut butter. 

The game went on for a while and everybody seemed to be getting a 

new item at each round. At one point my spinner stopped on a line that 

divided the peanut butter picture from the jelly picture. 

Me: What do I do now? 

Jenny: That’s okay, I’ll spin for you. (She spun the spinner and it 

stopped on jelly. I didn’t need jelly. I needed a Slice of bread to 

complete my sandwich). 

Me: I don’t need any jelly. What should I do now? 

Kelly: I'll spin for you. 
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Several times we kept getting the same pictures. Dick who wasn’t 

Playing intervened. 

Dick: You can’t keep spinning it like that. 

Jenny: Yes you can. Because she’s already got her sandwich. (She 

handed me a cut out of a Slice of bread which completed my sandwich) 

Your turn Kelly. 

A similar scenario was repeated with Kelly. The spinner was turned till 

Kelly got her sandwich and then we helped Jenny turn the spinner so 

that she got what she needed. Then we played the game again. The next 

day with a different group of children every player was allowed to pick 

up whatever they needed irrespective of where the spinner stopped. 

Such modifications indicated a lack of awareness that the original rules of the 

game were being modified. To an adult like me, the objective was for one person to 

win the game. The children did not seem to be interested in winning. Everybody won. 

In fact they helped each other win. Every player pursued his/her individual interests 

and yet they all played together in a physical sense. In these contexts of games with 

rules, therefore children’s behaviors seemed to coincide with the egocentric stage that 

Piaget (1965) revealed through his observations of children playing the game of 

marbles. Thus, these children were demonstrating age appropriate behavior. As long 

as the players involved found the modifications acceptable the game would continue 

with the modified rules. 
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These modifications reflect the children’s interpretation of the original rules. 

Similarly, they interpreted the teacher-created rule "not more than four people at a 

math tub" to mean "five people can play at a math tub if the fifth person is just 

watching" and demonstrated this understanding through their interactions during math 

tub time. 

(3) Deliberately manipulate the rule by engaging in other socially 

acceptable behavior. On several occasions especially towards the end of the semester 

the children demonstrated an interesting behavior. They would find ways to ‘work 

around the rule’. For example, to avoid lying down quietly during rest time, several 

children would get up to talk to a teacher or pick up scraps of paper that they found 

lying around their rest areas. Many others would ask to go to the bathroom, although 

they had used it only five minutes ago. During outdoor play, they were required to 

take turns to ride a tricycle since there were not enough for all the children. Each 

child was allowed to make a complete circle around the playground on the paved area 

before he/she turned over the tricycle to the person next in line. They would often 

deliberately make “wrong turns" in order to prolong the time that they got to ride the 

tricycle. 

In all of the above mentioned instances the children were definitely 

manipulating the rule stated by the teacher, but at the same time they engaged in 

socially acceptable behavior. This behavior that they demonstrated could not be 

labeled as a violation and hence they did not face the same consequences that they 
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would have if they had blatantly violated the rule. Such behavior could be interpreted 

as the child’s struggle for control over his own behavior and immediate environment. 

Similarly, rules like "You may play if you will help us build what we are 

building" or "In this game only babies can play" were conditional propositions put 

forth as justifications for the violation of the rule "You can’t say you can’t play”. 

When Peter did not want to make his portrait for the assigned art project he went up 

to the teacher and said, "I cannot paint a portrait of myself because I am so thin that 

you cannot see me." These modifications reflected the children’s ability to engage in 

active thinking and generate ideas to meet their own needs and desires. The 

complexity of the process is self explanatory. In order to be able to engage in such 

acts children needed to sort out appropriate and inappropriate behaviors, not as 

absolute categories but relative to the context in which they were to be practiced. This 

finding supports the speculation that I made in section 1 of this chapter. In order to 

understand rules in the classroom children must understand the social situation around 

them rather than the linguistic meaning or the rule statement. 

(4) Blatant violations. Finally, the fourth point on the continuum consists of 

behaviors that violated a rule in a precise, clear manner. Engaging in behavior that 

was exactly the opposite of what was expected was a phenomenon that was seen 

throughout the semester. Hitting a classmate, shouting during large group time, 

speaking out of turn in a large group or talking to a child next to you during rest are 

all examples of blatant violations of rules. Very rarely did the entire group violate a 
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rule. Almost always, it was individual children who engaged in such behavior or 

triggered it among the rest of the group. 

These different ways in which the children responded to the rules in the 

classroom suggested that the children were actively trying to explore the 

appropriateness and inappropriateness of behaviors in the social context that was 

created by the teacher’s rules. As I mentioned in the earlier section, rules merely 

created boundaries for appropriate and inappropriate behaviors. This reflects the 

notion that once a rule is stated several possibilities of action are laid out (Vygotsky, 

1978). Children need to choose from among these possibilities or explore new 

possibilities of action within the external boundaries of the rule. 

The children’s choice of these possibilities depends on how they organize their 

information about social situations. The children’s ability to make these choices based 

on their social knowledge is evident from two characteristics of their interactions in 

the classroom. First, children demonstrated an ability to impose a structure on their 

activity (individual or group) in some meaningful way. Second, children actively 

engaged in social activities and attempted to maintain their membership in groups. To 

illustrate these two characteristic, I will present some of my observations. 

(a) Imposing a structure for oneself in some meaningful way. Structure is 

an important part of the children’s lives. If it does not come externally, children 

impose a structure on themselves. Consider, for instance, undirected play in the 

classroom, with open ended material such as plastic bears and blocks. 
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Situation 1: 

Sarah picked up the plastic bears. She dumped them on to the table. 

Then she began to make each one sit up. After about six or seven bears 

were sitting upright, she began to pick up only the green ones and 

cluster them together. Then she moved on to the blue ones ... until she 

had classified all of them by their color. Then she placed them in neat 

rows according to their colors. Still later she began placing them in 

three rows. Then she placed three bears in front of the three rows with 

their faces towards the rows. "They are all sitting there for calendar”, 

she explained, “and these are the three teachers. That’s Ms. Munro, 

that’s Ms. White and that’s you". Allyson joined in and lined all of 

them up in a row. "They’re all lined up for music", she said. The two 

of them continued lining up bears for lunch time, outside time etc. 

Situation 2: 

Jack and Nick were playing in the block corner. They were building 

separate things. They conversed with each other and explained what 

their structures were. Both of them were building traps. 

Nick: Mine is a lava shooting trap. It traps all the bad guys. Look 

Jack, this is where the bad guys will get trapped (pointed to a square 

space in the middle of his structure). 

Jack: Mine is a trap too. See? That’s where the bad guys will get hit if 
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they walk in through this door. (Jack did not look up). 

The conversation continued. Jack would explain his trap and Nick 

would explain his. After a while they began to stop and listen to each 

other. 

Nick: and you know what? This is where there’s a secret telescope and 

there’s someone who can sit here and watch. And then they see the bad 

guys come. They can just press this automatic thing. psshhh! and then 

this one (block) will pop off and fall right down like this. (all the while 

he was demonstrating the action with the blocks by lifting them and 

dropping them). They had got lava - hot lava. 

Jack: (excited) yeah, right! and then when they come in this way then 

(he was referring to Nick’s structure) Here’s a sling shot (the sling shot 

was part of his structure. He had a block placed on another. One that 

would pop up if her were to tilt the one under). Then they'll get hit... 

and then there’s hot lava! see? 

They were both very excited. The structures now seemed to be linked. 

Nick began putting blocks to physically link the structures. Jack was all 

geared up and helped him. Barry entered. 

Barry: Can I play? Can I play? 

Nick: Yeah, you can make a wall around my traps. Come this side 

Barry. 
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Barry got to work. He started building his wall on the other side. Not 

really round the traps. But it seemed to be fine with everyone. 

Jack: Hey Nick - see the diamond things on my - 

(Nick did not respond. Jack seemed disappointed. He walked away and 

then came back) 

Nick Hey - I shooted out a block for a window - awesome! shooted out 

lava 

Jack: Wow! 

They continued to play with their structures creating different themes 

and plots. 

The materials involved in these play experiences were unstructured. 

The structure was created by the players. When alone, Sarah imposed a 

structure on her play by engaging in sorting out the bears and later by placing 

them according to some plan in her mind. When Allyson joined in, the 

structure developed and more possibilities were brought in to the picture. In 

the second situation, children began by imposing a structure on their own play 

(making different block buildings). As they interacted with each other common 

ideas (hot lava and places where bad guys would get trapped) began to link 

their block building together in a way that seemed to be meaningful to both. 

When Barry came in a structure had already been created and they imposed it 

on him by assigning him work related to their activity. In all activities where 
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children were allowed to choose their activity, I found that they created their 

own structure to function in, by assigning roles and creating complicated 

themes. 

Ms. Munro stated that she had observed children "impose a lot more 

structure on themselves when they played by themselves". Within the basic 

rule defined parameters such as the physical location (e.g. block corner, play 

ground etc.) and what materials are to be used (teddy bears, playground 

equipment etc.), we get the opportunity to see children create their own 

structures and define their own parameters of appropriateness and 

inappropriateness. Creating a structure to find meaning for oneself becomes a 

salient feature in all activity. 

(b) Social activity and maintaining one’s membership in a group. 

Child development literature indicates that by the age of five, children 

increasingly engage in social activity and pursue interests with peers rather 

than by themselves. In approximately two weeks, children had already formed 

cliques in Ms. Munro’s classroom. Children clustered into groups of their 

choice and would be seen playing together and/or sitting together during group 

time and at the lunch table. For instance, Kathy, Annette and Sarah would 

always play together while Nick, Jack, Barry, Andy, Peter and Michael would 

find things to do together. Any individual player in the room did not play 

alone for a long time. He/she was soon joined by another individual or a small 
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group. My observations further indicated that children would begin to work 

individually around the same table and end up with a common rule that 

everybody at the table would follow. One person at the table would evoke a 

vicarious response from those around. 

Barry was playing with the math tub that contained the ‘jewels’. These 

were different colored beads that were grouped together in a logical 

order. The red beads were always in groups of four, the greens ones 

were always in pairs, the black beads were single and the orange ones 

were in groups of three. Barry was alone at the table. All of a sudden 

he began placing the red bead groups alongside each other 

horizontally. After he had four such groups, he placed the orange one 

vertically on top of the first layer of red beads. He continued building 

in his manner carefully alternating the colors and the position of their 

placement. The structure got taller and taller. This structure attracted a 

lot of attention from adults and other children. Timmy came up to the 

table. Without a word he began stacking the jewels in exactly the same 

way as Barry did. Sarah walked up. By this time there were no red 

beads left. She built the same structure with orange and green beads. 

(She seemed to understand that the combination of beads needed to 

have two consecutive numbers, i.e. either three and four; or two and 

three). This kind of behavior was seen frequently during math tub time 
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and free play. Different children would get together and play 

simultaneously imitating each other. Similarly at the markers table, 

when rulers were introduced, children would sit next to each other and 

make an X inside a square with the rulers, on the entire page. They 

would then meticulously color the inside in different colors. On another 

day, a whole group of children began to make maps with hidden 

treasure 

Thus, the children demonstrated the ability to ‘figure out’ the current group 

rule and then practice it in order to maintain their membership in the group. 

Conclusion. Clearly, the children demonstrated an ability to interpret their 

social situation and impose a structure on it. Blankenship (1986), in her study of 

children’s perception of rules, asserted the need to consider the interpretation of rules 

rather than mere internalization. Shantz (1982) argued that children did not merely 

reproduce social reality but that they transformed it in the process of interpreting it. 

Thus, when children practice rules, they are simultaneously exploring the 

appropriateness and inappropriateness of behavior in a particular social context and 

demonstrating their current understanding of the situation. 

As I discussed earlier, the rule is merely an external stimuli that children 

respond to. A rule in this classroom often created an external fence set by Ms. Munro 

within which the children actively searched for meaningful ways to regulate their own 

behavior. In the children’s play setting this fence was set by one or more member(s) 
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of the play group. The children’s search for meaning was guided by the social 

interactions that occurred when they practiced the rules. In Vygotsky’s (1978) terms, 

the active explorations that the children engaged in, created the zone of proximal 

development that could further lead them to an understanding of a common goal that 

was to be achieved through the practice of a stated or implied rule. 

Thus, once the rule was introduced, members of the group practiced it by 

following it completely, following it to a certain extent with some modifications, 

deliberately manipulating the rule and engaging in other socially acceptable behavior, 

or by blatantly violating it. To further examine how the children’s social interactions 

guided their search for meaning I will present my observations of social interactions 

that occurred when the teacher responded to the children’s practice of rules. 

Section 3: Children’s search for meaning: a guided process 

In this section, I will identify some consequences that Ms. Munro used in her 

classroom and focus on the interactions that guided the children’s search for meaning 

as they practiced the rules in their classroom. In the first half of this section I will 

focus on the teacher’s guidance in the children’s process of understanding the rules. 

In the second half I will focus on how children search for meaning when they create 

their own rules. In the previous sections we saw that most rules in the classroom are 

inferred by the children. The children demonstrate an ability to interpret their social 

situations. This ability is evident from the structure that they impose on themselves 

and in their group during play. Also, they maintain their membership in the group by 
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“figuring out" the group rules and abidingby them. As they practice the rules, they 

actively explore the appropriateness and inappropriateness of behaviors, by interacting 

with each other. 

A major portion of the children’s exploration is guided by the teacher’s 

response to their behavior in the context created by the rules in the classroom. In 

Ms. Munro’s classroom there were consequences for following and not following 

Tules. These consequences were embedded in a network of social interactions that 

occurred when children responded to the rules in the classroom. I will first identify 

these consequences that Ms. Munro used with the children in her classroom. I will 

then discuss the teacher-child interactions in the light of certain characteristics that 

appear to facilitate children’s self-regulatory behavior. 

Consequences of following and not following rules. I have identified the 

various consequences that Ms. Munro used with the children in her classroom. These 

included (1) actions that Ms. Munro took when a rule was violated, and (2) rewards 

or positive reinforcement that she gave when a rule was followed. The actions that 

she took when rules were broken ranged from direct verbal restraints like "Stop 

picking things off the wall" to the initiation of group discussions through specific 

questions like "How would you feel if someone said to you, you’re not my friend?" 

The rewards for following rules ranged from verbal acknowledgements like "What a 

nice math time. I saw some neat building and writing!" to material gifts such as 

tokens, stickers and smiley stamps. Underlying these concrete consequences were 
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hidden, subtle natural consequences like "When everybody follows the rules, it turns 

out to be a good day. When one doesn’t follow the rules it turns out to be a bad day" 

(see Figure 6). 

The definition of "good" and "bad" days depended heavily on Ms. Munro’s 

response to the situation. She focused on helping children identify what pleased their 

teacher and what did not. Thus if the teacher was happy with what was going on in 

the classroom. the day would be good. She believed that children "instinctively 

wanted to please their teacher ... so we started out the year by pointing out [to them] 

what’s going to make me happy and what’s going to make me unhappy”. Thus, in 

regulating the children’s behavior, the teacher and her response became the reference 

point for children to understand whether their behavior in the social situation was 

acceptable or not. Evidently, the teacher’s use of consequences becomes an important 

aspect of the social interactions that surround the children’s response to the rules in 

the classroom. 

Ms. Munro believed strongly that children learned through consequences. In 

her interview she said, “J believe that children do think only in terms of consequences 

and these children are not ready to talk about what’s right to them and what’s wrong. 

They’re interested in keeping their behinds out of trouble - basically and So it is going 

to be highly consequential - and they’re wrong if they get caught ... 
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0 

Consequences for violating rules. 

9 

Consequences for following the rules 

  

1. Verbal constraint 
"Don’t do that." 
"Sit down please” 

2. Social referencing 
“Look at my face. I am not 

happy with what you have 

done." 
3. Re-explaining the reasoning behind 

the rule 

"Rest time is not going well. We 

need to get enough rest so that 
we have energy for all the 

activities in the afternoon." 
4. Group discussions. 

"How does it feel when someone 
Says you’re not my friend?" 

5. Physical relocation 

"Separate from each other, 

please." 

Assigning rest time and calendar 
spots 

"Go and sit in a chair" 

6. Repairing the damage done 

"Help Mr. JJ clean the table that 
you scribbled on”. 

7. Removing a privilege 
"You will not get to do the 
‘freeze’ today. 
"You may not go to the fifth 

grade today."   0 

| 

  

1. Verbal acknowledgement and praise. 
"Thank you for raising your 
hand." 
“What a nice play time!" 

2. Material reinforcement 

Stickers 
Smiley stamps 
tokens 

3. Bonus activities/interactions 

"If we have a good rest time, we 

will do the bean bag boogie". 
"If you get more than 6 tokens 

for lunch we will play outside 

longer”. 
"If you are a good rester, 
someone will read you a book". 

Oo 
Figure 6. Consequences of following and not following rules in Ms. Munro’s 

classroom. 
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Consequences as mediators. The consequences of following and not 

following rules function as mediators between the appropriate behaviors 

specified by the rule(s) and the behaviors that children exhibit in response to 

the rules. The existence of a rule remains abstract until children can, in some 

way understand its relationship with their behaviors in the classroom. This 

relationship is, most often, established through the consequences that are 

applied and implied when a rule is practiced. The children initially understand 

the rule only in terms of its consequence. Thus, when children drew a picture 

of a rule in their classroom, it was more meaningful to draw a person violating 

or following the rule and then, in their story, explain the consequence of or on 

his/her action. 

Interestingly, although adults see consequences as related to the reasons 

for why a rule exists, children see the consequences as the reasons for 

following rules. For example, Ms. Munro told the children that they were not 

going to throw the bean bags up in the air because they would break the lights. 

Later, on several occasions when children did throw the bags, the bags were 

taken away. One day, Ms. Munro asked, "Why should we not throw our bean 

bags in the air?" Peter replied, "Because you will take them away." Ms. 

Munro asserted, "They will break the lights". Then Peter asserted, "And then 

you’ll take them away." Through the consequences, the rules regulate the 

behavior of individuals. Do the consequences help an individual to regulate 
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his/her own behavior in the absence of a rule? The answer to this question lies 

in the examination of the social interactions in which the application of 

consequences is embedded. An illustration and discussion about these social 

interactions follows in the next section. 

Developing children’s self-regulatory capacity. The social interactions 

that occurred in Ms. Munro’s classroom when consequences were used 

indicated that some interactions facilitated the children’s movement towards a 

“self-regulatory” capacity while other interactions did not. In order to examine 

the characteristics of interactions that facilitated this process, I will first 

present the development of the rule "not more than four people at a math tub 

or free play center" and then reflect on my observations. This particular 

example is a good illustration of how the children’s search for meaning 

develops through their social interactions with the teacher and each other. 

Not more than four people at a mathtub or a free play center. I 

will, from this point onwards refer to this rule as the four people rule. The 

four people rule was introduced by Ms. Munro, on one afternoon before she 

dismissed the children one by one to choose the math tubs that they wanted to 

play with. She explained carefully that every tub had enough material for only 

four people to play together. Also, the table or area that they were supposed to 

use the math tub in would get too crowded and that somebody could get hurt. 

She completed her instruction with, " ... so if you find that there are already 
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four people at a tub, then find something else to play with. And that’s okay! 

You can get a turn to play with those toys on another day.” The children 

responded to her by following the directions. 

Nick was the last person to be called out today. He loved the pattern 

blocks and had been playing with them for the past few days. He stood 

up and looked around. There were already four people playing with the 

pattern blocks. He frowned. Ms. Munro picked up his cues of 

frustration and/or disappointment and went up to him. She placed her 

arm around his shoulder and very calmly said, "what is something else 

that you would like to play with?" Nick looked around. "I wanted 

those”. Ms. Munro responded, " well, you can always play with them 

on another day. You may find out that you like playing with some of the 

other things too". Nick moved towards the ‘buttons’ tub and settled 

down to play. 

Ms. Munro followed up on this rule by casually reminding children to choose 

a tub that did not already have four people playing with it. A few days later, I found 

out that the children began to use this rule during free play time. They would say to 

each other, “there’s already four here". I saw Ms. Munro respond to the violation of 

this particular rule only a few times. One morning, during free play time, the noise 

level increased in the room. Children were running around. In the block area there 

were two small groups of children. One group was building with the blocks and the 
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other had incorporated their structure into a complicated Ninjha turtle theme. There 

was loud giggling and a great deal of physical activity that indicated the possibility of 

someone getting hurt. 

Ms. Munro looked up from the pile of parents’ letters that she was 

reading and sorting out. "Oh- oh - oh!" she said, "its getting too noisy 

in here." She glanced up and scanned the room with her eyes. "I think 

there’s too many people near the blocks. It looks like someone might 

get hurt. Some of you need to find something else to do”. She continued 

with her work. 

Andy: (looked around) Me and Nick and Barry and Paul were here 

first. 

Jay: But we were there too and we want to play with the blocks. 

Nick: yeah, but how about we play with the legos Barry? 

Barry: Naah! I want to build a castle 

Andy: Yeah, I want to build a wall. 

Michael: No fair! I never get to play with the blocks! (sulked) 

Nick: But there’s already four people building see? (pointed to the 

other group of children who were building houses) Lets build with the 

legos Barry. Lets make castles for bad guys - lets make those shooting 

trucks - 

Barry: Okay! 
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Andy: Yeah, me too! 

Jay and Michael moved over to Ms. Reynolds room and got engaged in 

another activity. 

Ms. Munro, thus reminded the children about the rule but 

allowed them to decide and figure out how they could behave within the 

constraints of the rule. Several days later, I began to focus on the 

children’s responses to this rule by using questions to probe into their 

understanding of the rule. 

Jenny, Kelly, Alice and Martha were playing in the house 

corner. Joe seemed to want to play. He kept coming in and grabbing 

the toys to irritate Jenny. Several times, Jenny ignored him. Then she 

firmly said - "don’t do that”. Joe continued. Kelly announced, "you 

can’t play here ’cause there’s four already". Martha nodded and so did 

Alice. Joe smiled but did not say anything. I intervened. "Why can’t he 

Play?" Jenny: ’cause there’s already four! 

Me: What will happen if he plays? 

Kelly: He can’t. There isn’t enough stuff for more than four people to 

play. 

Me: Is that why we have this rule? 

Alice: yeah, and there isn’t enough place either. (Jenny looked around) 

Me: But how come Joe is the one who has to move? 
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Alice: He’s played here lots already and we were here first. 

The children had started using the rule to impose a structure on the 

composition of their play groups. Interestingly, the rule was used as stated by the 

teacher, when a member who was not part of their clique wanted to get into the 

group. When the fifth person coming into the group was a friend, children continued 

to play without mentioning the rule. I continued to pay close attention to any episodes 

in the classroom that sparked a conversation in relation to this rule. There were 

interesting discussion during math tub time. 

Nick, Barry, DeAnna, Paul and Andy were playing with the pattern 

blocks. I joined them. Taking a few pattern blocks from the math tub 1 

began to make patterns too. Nick moved the tub over to his side. 

Barry: Now I can’t reach. (Nick put it back in the center again. Andy 

reached out and put it on his side). 

Paul: You can’t do that. We need some. 

Andy: Come and get it. 

Paul: You come and get it. (pulled the tub on to his side) 

Barry: Put it in the center 

Nick: I can’t reach in the center too - because my transformer is so 

long and it breaks every time I have to put my hand there. 

Barry looked at Nick’s creation. There was silence for sometime and 

the children continued. They were really spread out so even four people 
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would have found it difficult to use the blocks from the tub without any 

difficulty. After some time, I stimulated a second round of discussion. 

Me: I can’t reach. I need some green ones. 

Some of the children looked up. 

Andy: I think there’s too many people here. 1-2-3-4-5-6. 

Nick: she doesn’t count ’cause she’s a teacher. 

Andy: yes she does, ’cause she’s playing. 

Barry: That’s okay. She can play 

Nick: Yeah, the teacher can play - right Barry? 

Paul: But there’s more than four people 

DeAnna: Yeah, someone needs to move. 

All the children: not me! 

The game continued. 

Deanna: whoever, got here last has to move. 

The clean up bell rang and we had to stop. 

Until the end of the semester, the children verbalized the rule, 

discussed it a great deal but, always ended up with "Someone has to move but 

not me". The discussions often focused on who was the last to get there. It 

was almost like another rule had emerged, "Whoever gets there last must 

leave". This rule which appeared to have emerged was actually implied by 

Ms. Munro and inferred by the children when Ms. Munro, ever so often said, 
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“If there’s already four people there, then choose something else to play with”. 

One day during math tub time, I observed a very interesting interaction. 

Lori, Deanna, Dick, Barry, Andy, Timmy and Allyson were playing 

with the lima beans. After a while - 

Dick: There’s too many people - Lori has to leave. 

Me: Why Lori? 

Dick: Because she came in last. 

Deanna: No, Lori doesn’t have to leave. Timmy and Allyson have been 

here so they have to leave. 

Me: But they got here first right? 

Deanna: yes. 

Timmy and Allyson left. It looked like they were getting ready to leave 

anyway. 

Andy: Someone has to leave and its not me and Barry. Lori was last 

and so she should leave. 

Me: how do you decide who should leave? 

Deanna: Why should Lori leave? You and Barry can leave - its the 

same thing. We can come here because the button table is closed and it 

is the closest to this. 

Andy: There’s six of us! (looked at me) But she doesn’t count because 

she’s not playing. Okay - But Barry and I don’t want to leave. 
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Deanna: Lori and I don’t want to leave either. 

Dick; I think I should leave because I got here last - 

Lori: Yeah, because I was behind Deanna and I got in front of him and 

said “excuse me!" so I think he’s last. 

Dick: but I’m not playing, I’m only watching. 

Deanna: Good - then no one has to move! 

Me: but don’t you think he can play? There seem to be enough beans. 

Andy: Yeah, this tub can have five people. Because there’s lot of beans. 

Everyone was quiet. They looked at the tub and the beans in them. 

Me: What do you think Deanna? 

Deanna: We'll have to ask Ms. Munro about that. 

Lori nodded. Barry appeared to be seriously thinking. His eyebrows 

were all gathered together. He was quiet. 

Reflections. As is evident from these interactions, children actively construct 

their understanding of the rules in their classroom. Initially however, the act of 

following a rule is a “shared act" between the teacher and the children. Diaz, Neal 

and Amaya-Williams (1993) point out that initially the regulation of the child’s 

behavior is a shared act, “an interpersonal phenomenon”. (p. 129). The teacher 

actively guides the children through the act of following a rule by introducing the 

rule, reminding the children about it, and taking action when it is violated. Thus, at 

first, the children understand the rule through the consequences that are applied as 
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well as the statements and reasons that the teacher verbalizes. The children first begin 

to respond to these rules, by following directions. For instance they choose something 

else to play with if there are already four at a tub. They also verbally repeat adult 

reasons for the existence of the rule (e.g. "There isn’t enough stuff to play with"). 

Gradually, by allowing the children to work with the rule, the teacher transfers 

the responsibility to decide what it means to follow the rule. In the absence of the 

teacher’s intervention, children begin to discuss the effects of the rule and explore 

how the rule influences their behavior. Not only do they respond to it by following or 

violating it, they begin to use it to make changes in their own environment. ("You 

can’t play here because there are already four people"). By imposing a structure on 

themselves and their group members, they create the environment that they want to be 

in. The rules are thus used as tools (Vygotsky, 1978) to structure and restructure 

one’s environment. Through constant questioning they made decisions about who 

should leave the area and why. Through these decisions they reconstructed their 

understanding and modified the rule. They restated it as "The fifth person can stay if 

he/she is watching but not playing. 

The development of the four people rule indicates that when children are given 

the opportunity to work with a rule, we can see that they reconstruct their 

understanding of the rule through their interactions. I am speculating here, that such 

opportunities for reconstruction may ultimately lead to the understanding that a rule is 

a condition that members of the group themselves create in order to regulate their 
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behavior. However, my observations are limited to the children’s knowledge of rules 

in the classroom, until the end of the first semester of their Kindergarten journey. 

Helping children construct their knowledge of rules. Children get an 

opportunity to construct their knowledge of rules when the adults around them 

gradually withdraw from the rule-related situation. When the adult withdraws from 

the situation the children get an opportunity to apply their understanding of the rule 

and find meaning for the existence of the rule. One of the striking features in all of 

the episodes that I presented in relation to the four people rule is that the children got 

numerous opportunities to negotiate, interact and explore the rule. At the same time 

Ms. Munro did not leave the children by totally by themselves. Her participation was 

limited to reminding the children that the rule was violated and emphasizing her 

concern that somebody could get hurt. She allowed the children to negotiate ways to 

regulate their behavior and undo the act of violation. 

When adults do not withdraw from the situation, children continue to rely on 

the adults to regulate their behavior for them. For instance, in the cafeteria, when the 

children explicitly stated that I need not bother about trying to find out if we were too 

loud at the table, since somebody would come and let us know about it, they were 

relying on the adults to regulate their behavior for them. However, there is one major 

precursor for the effective withdrawal of an adult from a rule-related situation. This 

precursor is the recognition of the developmental and individual needs of the children 

involved in the act of following a rule. 
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The developmental appropriateness of the rules. Several practitioners and 

teacher-researchers agree that the rules that match the children’s developmental levels 

have a greater capacity to stimulate self-regulation among the children. Firestone- 

Lessen (1994), illustrated how some rules may in fact be violated repeatedly because 

they are developmentally inappropriate; i.e. the children are developmentally not 

ready to be able to follow the rules. The withdrawal of the adult can begin only when 

the child can respond favorably to the initial joint act of following the rule. 

Developmentally inappropriate rules are violated repeatedly. In such 

circumstances, I found that the adults provided various rewards to the children who 

were developmentally ready to engage in the acts that were demanded by the rule. 

Such rewards, do not help the children who are not developmentally ready to 

participate in the practice of that rule. Rest time was always difficult in Ms. Munro’s 

class. Half way through the semester, the children were informed that the adults 

would read to the children if they were good resters. However, several children in 

kindergarten were unable to remain still when there was no activity. Thus, children 

who could not rest during rest time needed help in regulating their behavior. But, the 

reward was given to those who were already able to regulate their behavior. The 

interaction that occurred when a book was read to a good rester would have been 

more beneficial for the not-so-good rester, simply because at this point there was a 

need for the regulation of the child’s behavior to be a shared act, i.e. an act shared by 

an adult and a child. In this situation, there was need to rethink the definition of rest 
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and assess the purpose of this period in the time schedule. 

Apart from planning developmentally appropriate rules, the sensitivity to 

developmental limitations when a rule is actually implemented within a specific 

context appears to be an important qualifier of interactions that promote self- 

regulatory capacity. Ms. Munro was especially sensitive to large group times that 

went on for a long period of time. When children got restless, most of the time she 

would digress into a short song or finger play or a brief movement activity. Over the 

semester, the children were able to sit in a large group for a longer period of time. 

Calendar time steadily increased from 25 minutes in the beginning of semester to 35 

minutes. The times that Ms. Munro had to use her “bag of tricks" during calendar 

time also decreased. Verbal reasoning such as "We can’t get the job done if 

everybody’s going to talk at the same time", was ineffective in the first part of the 

year. Children would stop talking for a short period of time and then resume their 

Chatter. However, once they were developmentally ready to share the responsibility of 

following the "sit through calendar" rule, at least to a certain extent, the verbal 

reasoning became more relevant. 

Waiting in line to go outside, to wash hands or to go to lunch were more quiet 

when Ms. Munro sang songs or chatted with the children while we waited for those 

who hadn’t joined the line yet. However, in the absence of this activity, children 

almost always had to be reminded several times that they needed to be quiet or "show 

their teacher that they were ready to go outside". 
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One day, the children were lined up at the door. Ms. Munro was 

winding up some work at her desk. A couple of children were washing 

their hands. The children at the two doors were ‘geared up’ for outdoor 

play. They were talking loudly and the room was noisy. Some of them 

were jumping. Timmy climbed up on the Turtle sand box and began 

running up and down over it. Brad followed. Peter imitated. "oh-oh- 

oh", said Ms. Munro, "I don’t think we’re ready to go outside. The 

children stopped for a while and resumed the same activity ... 

Such scenarios are common in preschool and Kindergarten classrooms. On the 

days that Ms. Munro went ahead with the few children who were gathered at the 

door, the routine worked smoothly. Children seemed to know what they were 

supposed to do and promptly followed the routine sequence of cleaning up after 

snack, putting their coats on and going outside. When this option of going to the 

playground as they finished their snack was not available, they had to rely on the 

teacher’s directions. Dick, Jack, Annette and some others would frequently ask, 

“What am I supposed to do now?" As Firestone-Lessen (1994) has suggested, there 

may be a basic need to rethink some of our basic assumptions. Are "absolutely silent 

and rigid single-file lines" really necessary? 

Sometimes, although the developmental needs are recognized, the methods 

used to accommodate those needs interfere with how easily the adult can transfer the 

responsibility of following the rule, to the children themselves. For instance, children 
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seem to follow the rules better when the teacher uses a “bag of tricks" or "magic 

words" (see native language rules, p. 82). Ms. Munro’s rule‘hips-and-lips’ was 

effective for the first three-fourth of the semester, to help the children walk quietly 

down the hallway. It provided them with a specific way to regulate their behavior. 

Developmentally, they were not ready to find a way to "be quiet" by themselves. By 

the end of the semester its effectiveness wore out. Such tricks, although effective in 

the immediate context, do not provide children the opportunity to find ways of 

regulating their behavior on their own. Thus, it was not possible for the teacher to 

withdraw from the situation to promote the children’s self regulatory capacity. 

However, this withdrawal was possible when the children and teacher co- 

constructed a way to follow the rule "walk quietly down the hallway". In my 

description of a ‘typical day in the kindergarten classroom’, (p.56) I explained how 

the children and Ms. Munro decided to sneak up on Mrs. Kenny the music teacher. In 

the next few days, the children began to suggest walking down the hallway in 

crouched positions, hiding behind Ms. Munro’s apron. At the end of their class, Ms. 

Munro would bring them back to the room. Gradually she started waiting at the door 

of the kindergarten classroom, instead of going to the music room to bring them back. 

One day, she continued to work at her desk. It was 11:15 a.m. The children were 

usually dismissed from class at this time. I was pleasantly surprised to see the 

children tip toe in to the room, crouched in the same way that they did when they 

asked Ms. Munro to hide them behind her apron. They walked in without a sound and 
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signaled to me to be absolutely quiet. Ms. Munro pretended not to notice them. Then 

she turned around and said, “Oh, my goodness me! Are these my kindergartners? I 

didn’t even know that you were here. What a nice job!" The children laughed and 

their faces beamed - "We sneaked up on you Ms. Munro!" announced Nick grinning 

away. On yet another day, the children sneaked up on their gym teacher and sat 

quietly in a huge circle until he came into the gym. Ms. Munro was only physically 

present at this time. 

The concept of developmental appropriateness also involves recognition of the 

individual needs of children. This recognition also becomes an important factor in 

determining how effectively a teacher is able to scaffold the children in the act of 

following the rules in the classroom.In the following example we will see how, 

initially, when the individual needs of a child call Timmy were not taken into 

account, it became difficult for Ms. Munro to withdraw. However, when she 

accommodated his needs, she was able to move away gradually and assist him in 

following a rule. 

Children sat on the floor during large group times. Timmy found it hard to 

follow this rule. Ms. Munro tried using reminders in different ways. “Sit up Timmy;" 

"Timmy come and sit here next to me;"_ or “Its not rest time right now, sit up. Looks 

like its a backwards day for you" Thus, Ms. Munro insisted that Timmy needed to sit 

on the floor with everybody else. Timmy would sit up for a short period after the 

reminder. The teacher was regulating his behavior for him. 
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However, understanding that Timmy was developmentally not ready to sit in a 

large group and regulate his own behavior, helped Ms. Munro to assist him to 

develop the ability to do what he couldn’t initially do by himself. She said in her 

interview, 

"Here I am forcing and forcing and forcing him to sit on the floor with 

everybody else and not relenting and letting him sit in the chair - and 

in walks Ms. Ferris for guidance one and says - honey, you think you 

can concentrate better sitting in that chair? You go right ahead and Sit 

there in that chair all you want to if you can concentrate better. And 

he’s been an angel ever since! And here I am thinking - why didn’t I 

think of that?" 

Timmy began to sit in the chair and pay attention. He began to enjoy the 

stories and other activities during large group time. Gradually, he began to float 

between the floor and chair and towards the end of the semester, he was able to sit on 

the floor with everybody else. Thus, reflecting on the developmental appropriateness 

of rules helps the teacher to make rational decisions about the application of rules and 

consequences of not following them. These decisions further aid in planning 

interventions for gradual adult withdrawal from rule-related situations. So far I have 

stressed the importance of how children construct their understanding of rules by 

interacting with each other and working with the rule. I also pointed out certain ways 

in which adults can make rules more meaningful to the children by withdrawing from 
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situations and planning developmentally appropriate rules. The rules created by the 

children shed some light on their capabilities in constructing rules. I will now 

highlight these. 

What do children believe about the rules in the classroom? Through my 

interactions with the children and by observing them interact with their teacher and 

peers, I was able to infer one major rule-related belief that the children held. They 

believed that the rules could not change, and if at all they could change, then only the 

teacher had the power to do so. I will explain this belief in the light of established 

developmental trends from child development literature. 

According to Piaget (1965), children in the egocentric stage "harbor an almost 

mystical respect for rules: rules are eternal, due to the authority of parents ... and 

even of an almighty God" (p. 61). Peter very explicitly told me, "God made all the 

rules for us. If we break them then, he will punish us". Through all of their 

discussions about the four people rule, the children constructed their ideas about 

acceptable and unacceptable behaviors within the confines of the rule. The rule itself 

was unchangeable. At one point in time, I thought they were convinced that the rule 

could change, when Andy expressed that more than four people could play with the 

lima beans since there were enough beans. However, they ended with agreeing that 

Ms. Munro would have to be the one to decide about the change in the rule. 

It was Ms. Munro’s experience that children would not sort out their social 

conflicts by themselves. She sated: 
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"I think that the kids truly don’t feel empowered with those steadfast 

rules - the ones that everybody’s got engraved in their brain. I think 

they feel like it is Ms. Munro’s job to correct that behavior and impose 

some sort of punishment or something like that. They always bring it 

right to me. They never try to work it out spontaneously on their own 

and when I try to work it out with them they’ll say - well, we could do 

this or we could do that or if the person could miss such and such or 

... they always defer to me for that decision. And no matter how hard I 

try to get them to do it themselves they will not do it. I’ve found that 

out, " 

In the classroom, the teacher is the authority. In reality, it is the teacher who 

constructs most of the rules (see figure 3). It is implied that the rules in the classroom 

must be followed unless the teacher makes a change. In the children’s words "the 

teacher is the boss". However, all adults in the classroom do not receive the ‘boss’ 

Status although the children may refer to them as teachers. 

Ms. Munro was talking to the children about the previous day. She had 

been absent and the substitute teacher had left her a note about 

‘misbehaving children’. 

Paul: We did behave! 

Ms. Munro: That’s not what I heard! What did you do that you were 

not supposed to do? 
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Barry: Never mind. 

Ms. Munro: The substitute teacher needs your help. You will not always 

see me because I may be out on a trip or my little boy might be sick or 

Ms. Munro might be sick! You need to listen to the substitute teacher. 

Deanna: To Ms. Collins too. She’s the boss too (Ms. Collins was the 

teacher’s aide) 

Ms. Munro: Yeah, they’re the bosses too. Well not really bosses - there 

are no bosses here. 

Peter: yes there are - you are the boss! 

Ms. Munro: I don’t like to be a boss but I am bossy sometimes. 

Thus, children are able to understand that although the rules may remain the 

same, the actual act of following them depends on the person who mediates their 

response to the rules. In classrooms, this person is the teacher. Therefore, the 

mediator, in this case the teacher, becomes the primary factor in influencing the 

children’s understanding of rules. I have already discussed how the teacher influences 

this understanding. 

Since the children see the rules as eternal and unchangeable their 

understanding of rules is limited to what knowledge they construct about the 

appropriate and inappropriate behaviors related to that rule. Their arguments do not 

question the existence of the rules. Rather, they focus on whether specific behaviors 

would be considered as appropriate or inappropriate in the context of that rule. Hence 
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we find that children often use and create rules that are individually beneficial to 

them, rather than rules that are beneficial to the group. For instance, once during 

group time, Andy kept bothering Nick by scooting over close to him. After 

unsuccessfully trying to avoid him for sometime Nick said, "How about a rule like no 

scooting back anymore”. Children use rules to regulate others’ behaviors that 

influence themself in some way. 

Children’s creation of rules in their play follows a similar trend. An individual 

child comes up with a rule that seems to benefit him/her most. The other members 

select the parts of the rule that they can work with and ignore the rest. The game 

continues with all the members playing together. 

Peter, Paul, Jack, Nick, Barry, Andy, Alice and Jenny were playing a 

complicated game on the playground. The children were running back 

and forth on the playground. They would run to the slides, and then run 

back to the skeletal dome (climbing equipment shaped like a hollow 

dome). I asked Peter what they were doing. 

Peter: There are volcanoes bursting everywhere. Run! Hurry up! ’cause 

if you get caught you'll get blown up. 

Nick: Yeah, hurry, you'll get caught - the bad guys will come and get 

you. 

I began to run too. When we reached the slide, we would stop to take a 

breath. 
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Barry: Freeze, there’s icicles on you! (Everybody froze) 

Nick: You’re melted run - the volcano will get you. (we all ran to the 

dome) 

Paul: Get inside, get inside. 

Everybody except me and Nick got in. 

Peter: Get in (to me) get in. Do you want to get blown up? 

Me: Well, no, but I can’t get in. 

Nick: That’s okay - I’m not in too. But we can use this key to keep us 

safe. (picked up a wood chip). 

Barry: There’s bad guys behind you 

Paul: you’re safe if you have icicles on you. 

All of them had their own rules of how you could be safe from the 

volcano that was created by the bad guys. 

Most pretend play episodes developed in this manner. Each individual 

contribution was part of one large theme. Every person followed their own rule and 

they all played one game. We could argue that this type of play allowed the children 

the flexibility to move in and out of themes in anyway that they wanted to. However, 

even with structured games that had pre-set rules children played individually with 

social material (Piaget, 1965). 

The tic-tac-toe game had just been introduced to the children in a large 

group. Deana and Lori were playing the game. A few inches away 

133



Peter and Paul were playing the same game since there were two sets 

in the math tub. I was watching Deana and Lori. 

Deana: I have the taller tower and so I will start. 

Lori: Okay. 

Deana picked up one of her orange unifix cubes and placed it in the left 

hand square at the bottom of the hand-made board. Lori picked up her 

piece and placed it next to Deana’s, in the middle column. Deana, 

completely oblivious of Lori’s move proceeded to put her next orange 

piece in the same column as her first one. (Now she had only one 

square left to complete her column and get three-in-a-row). Lori 

however was not concerned about this. She proceeded to place her 

green cube in her own column. Deana placed her orange cube in the 

last column and completed her column. 

Me: Oh, Deana won! She got three in a row. 

They looked at me startled. After a brief pause, 

Deana: Not yet, because its Lori’s turn. 

I moved over to Peter and Paul and observed a similar pattern. 

There were several other instances where regular board games were 

played in this manner. 

Thus children need to be guided through the process of constructing 

rules. The teacher plays a major role in co-constructing the rules together with 
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the children. Her role, thus becomes one of pulling the individual ideas of the 

children together and focusing their attention on what the others are saying. 

These skills of listening to others in a large group and responding to each 

other may be better achieved through the co-construction of any rule in the 

classroom, rather than a specific rule like, ‘don’t talk when someone else is 

talking’. The following example demonstrates the ability of the children to 

question and reconstruct rules once they have an opportunity to apply them. 

Children can work towards a common goal once a rule is applied. This 

shared understanding does not exist when it is first created. Barry was having 

a hard time with his peers. He seemed to be the ‘popular guy’ and everyone 

wanted to sit next to him during group time. The teacher realized that it was 

becoming hard for Barry to handle this situation. She suggested that they all 

talk about it and come up with a solution for it. Barry explained that he felt 

like “this train track and a train keeps running over me - that’s the only way I 

can explain it". We began to ask each other for solutions. 

Nick: Lets just stop and be nice to him. 

Andy: Yeah, we’ll be your friends Barry. 

Nick: yeah, we’ll say please and thank you. 

Barry: But I don’t want anyone to sit next to me! 

Nick: Yeah, I can sit next to you and be nice. 
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Me: But Barry seems to say that its a little difficult for him because 

everybody’s fighting over who’s going to sit next to him. What can we 

do about that? 

Nick: We can be nice and not hurt him. (This kind of conversation went 

on for a while. Both Andy and Nick provided suggestions that involved 

using good manners with Barry in order to tell him that they were 

friends) 

Barry looked frustrated. He put his head in his hands. 

Me: Barry, may be you have an idea that you want to share with them. 

What would you like to do about this? 

Barry: I don’t know. 

Me: What would be a fair way to decide who’s going to sit next to you? 

Barry: (thought for a while) I know - shuffle off the Buffalo! (This was 

what Ms. Munro used during calendar time to ensure that everyone got 

@ fair turn to come up and do a calendar time activity. 

Although Andy and Nick agreed to Barry’s idea, I am not sure that they were 

able to understand what Barry’s problem was. There was no shared goal in this co- 

construction. However, once we made cards and the children began to use the rule, 

they began to realize that it was not the most useful rule to them. Nick was upset 

because he was not getting a turn. We all got together to decide what to do about it. 

Nick: Andy’s got four turns and I didn’t and that’s not fair. He got four 
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turns in a row. 

Andy: Because my name came up and my card comes up every time 

now. 

Nick: You never know! 

Andy; It might not come up tomorrow. 

Me: It may not come up tomorrow. Okay - Nick feels that its not fair 

because he hasn’t got as many turns as Andy did - so we need to figure 

out what to do about that. 

Peter: I have a good idea. See - First Andy gets two turns to sit besides 

Barry. Then Jack gets two turns, then you get two turns (to Nick) 

Nick: No way! 

Me: So that way everybody gets two turns to sit besides Barry. 

Nick: Maybe we can just check if someone’s got 5 times in a row and 

then if someone has only 5 times in a row then it goes to another 

person for 5 times in a row 

Me: Oh So that means that Andy gets to sit next to Barry from Monday 

to Friday and then Jack gets to sit the next Monday .. 

Nick: Yeah (sang the days of the week song and counted on his finger) 

Monday-tuesday- ... Yeah, then that person gets to sit the next monday. 

Me: How does that sound to everybody? (silence) Okay - one is Peter’s 

idea, everybody gets two turns and then Nick suggested that - 
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Peter: Now I don’t think that’s right. How about Jack gets one turn, I 

get one turn ... 

Nick: No way! 

Peter: and you get 5 turns Nick! 

Barry: That’s not fair - if he gets five turns and all the others get one 

that’s not fair. 

Me: So what would be fair? 

Jack: Well I said this morning that I don’t really care if somebody gets 

more turns than me. 

Me: Okay. But Nick doesn’t think that’s fair 

Nick: Yeah because if Andy gets more turns that me then I’m going to 

wreck those cards! 

We continued for a long time. The only people who were listening to 

each other and responding to each other were Barry and Nick. The rest 

kept giving different ideas that were independent of the current 

discussion. 

When Barry suggested the "cards" idea during the first discussion, the other 

children simply agreed with what he said. There was no discussion. It was only after 

this rule was applied that they discovered that it was not fair to all of them. In the 

second discussion therefore, they were able to discuss several ways of dealing with 

the situation. However, I found that only the two children who were really involved 
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commented on the fairness of ideas and really debated the use of the ideas. What this 

suggests is that co-construction of rules with the children in the classroom is not a 

discussion that takes place in the beginning of the year and ends when the list of rules 

has been posted on the wall. The first discussion, may often be one in which the 

children do not have a shared understanding of what is to be achieved. The rules need 

to be constantly debated and thrown open for discussion. 

Discussions of the working of rules promotes the children’s ability to listen 

and respond to another’s perspective, especially when the rule is relevant. In fact 

when discussions are initiated after an act has taken place, the children do not seem to 

contribute to the group as much as they do when a discussion is initiated right away. 

When Kathy, Sarah, Peter and Nick hit each other during free play, they concluded 

that they didn’t want to talk about it any more. 

Kathy: I am Sso tired of this. I don’t want to talk about it. 

Nick: Yeah, lets just stop and separate and not do it again. 

Conclusion, In conclusion I would like to state that children construct 

their understanding of rules through their social interactions with each other. 

Few rules are stated. Most of the rules are inferred by the children. This 

process of the children’s understanding of the teacher-created rules in the 

classroom is guided by the teacher in several ways. We saw that there are 

several opportunities in the classroom to co-construct rules with the children. 

Even simple routines could be co-constructed by the teacher and children. The 
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understanding of rules in the classroom goes beyond the regular and smooth 

functioning of the group. By throwing open opportunities to debate and 

reconstruct rules, the children are practicing the values of a democratic 

society. It is a topic that needs careful attention and consideration. I will 

discuss the implications of my findings in the next chapter. 
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Reflections, Conclusions, and New Beginnings. 

At the end of my journey in Ms. Munro’s Kindergarten classroom, I find 

myself standing at the end of a road that branches out into several pathways, all of 

which are worthy of being explored. Having planned a journey, undertaken it and 

presented the insights that I gathered along the paths that I traveled, I now find it 

useful to revisit the starting point of my journey on the basis of my experience. It is 

hard to conceptualize an end to any research inquiry, because the conclusions that are 

derived from reflections about the research findings exist only in as far as they 

suggest new beginnings for continuing inquiry. Thus, in this chapter I would like to 

conclude the journey that I undertook, by revisiting the theoretical assumptions of the 

study, reconstructing the original definition of the term "rule", and identifying ideas 

for possible new journeys. 

Revisiting the theoretical assumptions of the study 

I began my journey with a broad conceptualization of the classroom as an 

environment in which children, with guidance from the teacher, practiced the rules of 

society. I recognized that the rules could function as microsystems that children came 

into direct contact with as well as macrosystems that would create a larger cultural 

context for the functioning of the classroom members. This broad conceptualization 

equipped me with an open attitude towards the overwhelming context that I placed 

myself in. My initial grand tour observations provided some evidence to confirm 

and/or restructure the existence of these assumptions. However, I was unable to go 
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any further than acknowledging this existence simply because the situation was too 

overwhelming. I will briefly present the evidence that I gathered with regards to the 

existence of these assumptions. 

The classroom as an environment for the practice of societal values. The 

Deweyan perception of a classroom as an environment for a society of children to 

practice the values of the larger society was validated by merely discovering that all 

the rules in the classroom, were in fact based on societal values. Children in Ms. 

Munro’s classroom functioned in a complicated system of rules. Very clearly, the 

rules indicated that there were certain behaviors that were valued in the classroom. 

Some of these behaviors included being fair to one another, respecting each other, 

and refraining from hurting each other physically or psychologically. The examination 

of the rules in the classroom revealed that the whole system of rules is based on 

societal values that the teacher would like the children to internalize. In this sense, 

therefore, a rule in the classroom functions as a tool for socializing children into 

existent society-approved patterns of behavior. However, to observe and investigate 

the actual functioning of this practice environment as a facilitator for the use of rules 

as tools for socialization I had to focus on the actual process through which the 

children understood these rules. 

The classroom as a context created by the rules. In response to 

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) conceptualization of the ecological environment, I had 

expressed in my theoretical assumptions that rules were both microsystems that the 
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children came into direct contact with, and macrosystems that created and structured 

the larger cultural context of the classroom, in which the members of the classroom 

community interacted. However, the rules emerged as the overarching macrosystem 

rather than a microsystem. All the rules in the classroom organized and provided a 

structure for the functioning of the classroom community members, in that they 

defined the parameters of appropriate and inappropriate behaviors. They created an 

external boundary within which several interactions took place. They created the 

culture of the classroom and defined the microsystemic, mesosystemic and 

exosystemic interactions that took place within it. 

Although I did not venture into investigating every level of influence on how 

the children understood the rules, I will mention that there were a variety of 

influences that surfaced despite my concentrated focus on the teacher-child interaction 

and the children’s understanding of teacher-created rules. I will merely identify some 

of these influences. 

A very direct mesosystemic influence surfaced through the interactions among 

the various school teachers and personnel. The rules that the children followed in 

places such as the cafeteria, music class, library class and gym class were a direct 

function of the interaction between Ms. Munro and the respective personnel. ‘Good’ 

behavior in the cafeteria (as defined by the cafeteria personnel) was followed up in the 

classroom by Ms. Munro through a reward system that provided extra outdoor play 

time for the children. Similarly, misbehavior in the gym (as defined by the gym 
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teacher) was discussed in the classroom by Ms. Munro. 

The children’s parents functioned as exosytemic influences to the classroom 

community. Children came in with different family backgrounds and different 

exposures to behavioral rules and expectations. Very obviously there were children 

who had more trouble following the rules in the classroom than some of their peers. 

Consequently, the interactions in the teacher-child and child-child microsystem were 

modified to accommodate these individual differences. Children mentioned that they 

had learnt some rules from their parents before they came into the classroom. Thus, 

the parents of individual children, although not in direct contact with the classroom 

community as a whole, influenced the individual children’s contribution to the social 

activities in the classroom. 

In conclusion I would like to emphasize that a classroom is a sub-culture of the 

larger societal context. The rules in the classroom reflect the values of society and 

create contexts that provide a structure to the interactions that go on within the 

classroom. Children spend approximately forty hours a week in the classroom. They 

live as members of a group and develop in this complex cultural context that is 

created by the rules that they are required to follow. Most of these rules are created 

by the teacher. To understand how these rules might function as tools of socialization 

and explore the various external influences on the children’s understanding of the 

rules, it becomes important to first analyze the immediate social interactions that go 

on within the classroom as the children live and develop within this context. Hence, I 
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chose to narrow down my investigation to the children’s understanding of the teacher- 

created rules in the classroom. The broad conceptualization that I described above, 

helped to maintain the link between the narrowed area of investigation and its 

relevance to the study of child development. More specifically, the narrowed field of 

investigation provided some insights into the understanding of the constructivist 

perspective and how it might explain child development. 

Constructivism and the children’s understanding of rules. Current debates 

about psychological and social constructivist perspectives often reflect a conflict in 

how each perspective views child development. While the former focuses on the 

individual cognitive processes of knowledge construction, the latter emphasizes the 

individual internalization of knowledge from a social activity. More recently there 

have been attempts to merge the two perspectives. For instance Cobb (1995), suggests 

in his article that the difference between the two perspective lies in the terminology 

that is used. The psychological constructivists investigate the process of ‘knowing’ 

while the socio-constructivists are interested in ‘knowledge’. According to Cobb 

(1995), "Knowing refers to a dynamic process of meaning development located in 

individual subjectivities, and knowledge refers to socially accepted linguistic and 

symbolic forms located in the world". (p. 25). 

The distinction that Cobb (1995) made, was particularly relevant to my 

observations of the children’s understanding of rules. I began with Piaget’s (1965) 

work in the area of games-with-rules and used his observations as a starting point for 
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my own journey towards understanding how children made meaning of the rules in 

the classroom. Recognizing that rules exist in social situations and Piaget’s (1965) 

acknowledgement of social influences on individual cognitive construction of 

knowledge, I turned to Vygotsky’s socio-constructivist theory. The assumption that I 

made therefore was that all cognitive processes move from an interpsychological plane 

to an intrapsychological one. I would like to revisit this assumption in the light of my 

data. 

I observed that in order to construct their understanding of a rule, children 

needed to (a) be developmentally ready to share the act of following a rule and, (b) 

have the opportunity to “live the rule". Thus, in a context created by the rules in the 

Classroom, individuals contributed to a social situation according to their 

developmental levels and also, the social activity played a major role in helping 

children to construct their individual knowledge. In other words, while responding to 

a rule in the classroom the children practiced it on the basis of their current 

understanding and what they knew about the rule. This knowledge was based on their 

developmental levels. 

At the same time, they were learning the rules as they interacted with each 

other and their teacher in the classroom. Thus, based on the social activity that they 

participated in, they constructed their understanding of the rule that they were 

responding to. They constructed this knowledge from the social activity. Relevant 

examples from my data will clarify that the difference between the two perspectives 
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lies in the interpretation that an observer makes. 

Psychological constructivism and the understanding of rules. As I 

mentioned previously, the psychological constructivists view knowledge in terms of 

how, actively participating individuals contribute to a social activity. The knowledge 

that emerges out of the social activity stems from the individuals’ initial knowledge of 

the element that was selected for the social activity. Thus, as far as the children’s 

understanding of rules in the classroom is concerned, constructivists would find it 

important to know ‘what the children know about the rule’ so that they can observe 

the outcome of the social activity and explain it in terms of each individual building 

upon another’s knowledge. The focus here is on the individual cognitive activity and 

its contribution to the social knowledge. 

My interpretation of children’s response to rules like the ones that were 

required to be followed for structured games with rules (e.g tic-tac-toe etc.) and the 

initial construction of the rule that Barry introduced to Nick and Andy about shuffling 

index cards to decide who would sit next to him, were psychological constructivist 

interpretations. I am proposing that the individual cognitive capability of each child 

contributed to a joint decision about a rule, as was the case with Barry’s rule of 

shuffling cards. Similarly, in a game like ‘peanut butter and jelly’ or ‘tic-tac-toe’, I 

interpreted the scenario in terms of several individuals playing together to influence 

the social activity and determine its progress. The rule in this case is a condition that 

exists in relation to a social activity. It is an expected form of behavior that members 
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must commonly understand in order for the activity to continue. 

Socio-constructivism and the understanding of rules. Socio-constructivists 

focus on the meaning of the social activity, that an individual internalizes. The 

perspective taken from a socio-constructivist stand is concentrated on the "social and 

cultural basis of personal experience" (Smith, 1995). In other words, socio- 

constructivists are interested in the individual’s internalization of a "shared act”. 

Thus, when Barry, Jack, Nick and the others questioned Barry’s rule about "shuffling 

index cards", the social act of practicing the rule was interpreted by each individual in 

the group in a way that was meaningful to each of them. The individual knowledge 

came from an initial social activity. 

The process of internalizing classroom rules is a complex one. Vygotsky refers 

to internalization as the "internal reconstruction of an external operation" (Vygotsky, 

1978, p. 56). For any concept or activity to be internalized, it must first occur in an 

external context. There are two mental activities that mediate this process. Human 

beings use ‘signs’ and ‘tools’ in the process of internalization. The use of sign is 

internally oriented in that an individual responds to an external sign without changing 

the sign itself. On the other hand, the use of a tool is externally oriented. It is used 

to change or modify the external sign. When speaking of any higher psychological 

function, Vygotsky (1978), refers to the usage of a combination of tool and sign in 

that psychological activity. 
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In the four people rule, I pointed out that children first responded to the rule 

by following the directions of the teacher. The teacher’s reminders, the children’s 

repetitions of adult reasons for the existence of the rule were signs that the children 

responded to. Gradually, they began to use the rule as a tool to change their 

environment. They used it to determine who could play and who couldn’t. They also, 

reconstructed their understanding of "not more than four people” into "five people are 

okay if the fifth one is not playing". These were individual statements that were made 

from active participation in a social activity. Hence, from a socio-constructivist 

perspective, to interpret what children internalize about rules, much depends on the 

social activity that they are participating in. 

Conclusion. These different perspectives do not indicate that psychological 

constructivists ignore social influences and that socio-constructivists ignore individual 

cognitive processes. Quite the contrary. Individual construction cannot be 

reconstructed without social influence. The individuals in a group must interpret the 

ongoing social activity so that it can continue. Like I mentioned earlier, for a teacher 

to assist a child in following a rule the act must be shared. For an act to be shared, 

the children must be developmentally ready (cognitively, emotionally, socially and 

physically) to participate in the shared act. 

On the other hand, the children learn the rules in the classroom by "living 

them". Interactions that allow children to discuss the rules and their experiences of 

“living the rules” demonstrate the children’s capability of constructing rules and 
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negotiating their existence. Examples of children’s play episodes and their co- 

construction of some rules with an adult stand witness to this capability. In essence, 

therefore, interactions in the social contexts influence the cognitive activity of the 

individuals involved. Since rules exist in social situations and are learned through 

social interactions, the social activity must be analyzed to determine what individuals 

internalize about the rules. 

The children’s construction of knowledge is thus highly dependent on how 

effectively an adult facilitates the interactions in the social context by interpreting the 

individual cognitive needs of the children. In the light of this discussion, I would like 

to revisit my original definition of the term rule. 

Revisiting the definition of rule. 

The definition of ‘rule’ that I used to interpret Ms. Munro’s classroom culture 

was that rules are expected forms of behavior that members of a group commonly 

understand as being a way to think and act in order to achieve a common goal. 

Additionally they are required conditions for an activity or interaction to continue in a 

desired direction. However, my observations indicated that the rules in the classroom 

merely created an external fence and defined the parameters of appropriate and 

inappropriate behavior. Within these contexts, the children actively explored and 

negotiated the appropriateness of their acts. Through their social interactions they 

decided which behavior(s) could be condoned under the constraints of the rules and 

which ones could not. 
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Although the rule itself never changed, the children’s construction and re- 

construction of knowledge about it changed according to the social situations that they 

interacted in. Thus, along with the negotiation of the appropriateness and 

inappropriateness of behaviors the children were understanding and interpreting the 

social situation that they functioned in. A rule, then, is not only an expected form of 

behavior that members of a group commonly understand as a way to think and act. It 

iS a means to negotiate and re-construct one’s current knowledge about the rule, 

through constant social interaction. 

I would like to reconstruct the definition of ‘rule’ that I used in my study as: 

A rule is a means to negotiate differences and decide on a form of behavior that 

members of a group commonly understand as a way to think and act in order to 

achieve some common goal. For an activity to continue in a desired direction, there 

must be constant opportunities for this negotiation. This re-conceptualization of the 

meaning of the term rule, opens up some paths that need to be explored. I will now 

identify these. 

The untravel hs 

Paths for researchers. Two major questions that emerge from my journey 

into Ms. Munro’s kindergarten classroom are (1) What are developmentally 

appropriate rules; and (2) How does an adult transfer the responsibility of ‘following 

a rule’ to the children as they negotiate the meaning of the rule. These questions 

suggest a need to explore more classroom contexts in which the teacher and the 
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children co-construct the rules that they live by. 

The above mentioned questions are related to each other. For the children to 

be able to construct their understanding of the rule the teacher needs to gradually 

transfer the responsibility of following the rule to the children. Although, through my 

observations I was able to identify some examples of successful transfer of 

responsibility, there is need to examine this process in more detail. Diaz et al (1990) 

have suggested that there are certain characteristics of interactions that facilitate the 

children’s ability to regulate their own behavior. Among others, these include the 

adult’s use of verbal reasoning and the gradual withdrawal of the adult from a shared 

act. However, they also mention that there has been no research that explains how the 

transfer of responsibility from the adult to the child actually takes place through these 

characteristics. 

As I pointed out it becomes difficult for an adult to withdraw from a shared 

act and consequently transfer the responsibility of following a rule to the children, 

when the rules are developmentally inappropriate. More research is needed in order to 

investigate the developmentally approrpiate and inappropriate rules in the classroom. 

The concept of developmental appropriateness involves the recognition of 

developmental patterns as well as individual needs. It would be impossible to generate 

a list of rules that could be classified as developmentally appropriate and 

inappropriate. Rules based on scientific knowledge of children’s developmental 

patterns may prove to be individually inappropriate for a particular child. Thus, the 
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appropriateness of rule depends not on the linguistic content of the rule but the 

process through which it is communicated, enforced and practiced in the classroom. 

In conclusion, therefore, to investigate the process of transferring the 

responsibility of following a rule from and adult to a child and the process of 

negotiating a rule in order to make it developmentally appropriate for the children 

who are required to practice it, it is important that we examine contexts that provide 

an opportunity to observe the co-construction of rules in the classroom. The 

availability of such contexts depend on the practitioners who play a major role in 

creating them for children. Clearly, this study has paths for practitioners to explore 

too. 

Paths for practitioners. Implications for practitioners are embedded in the re- 

construction of my definition of rules. First, there is a need to reconsider the rule as a 

tool for negotiation and discussion rather than a mere routine. Second, there is a 

definite need to re-think the goals that a rule is meant to achieve rather than generate 

ways to make children follow a rule. Third, practitioners need to be alert to teachable 

moments in rule-related situations, that emerge as children practice the rules in order 

to understand them. 

The need to consider a rule as a tool for negotiation and discussion 

rather than a mere routine. Throughout my description of the children’s 

understanding of rules in the classroom, I have emphasized that children construct 

their understanding of rules only when they get the opportunity to discuss its 
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existence. By reconceptualizing a rule as a tool for negotiation a practitioner is more 

likely to focus on the process through which the rule is communicated, enforced and 

practiced in the classroom rather than the expected behaviors that it demands. The 

expected behaviors serve as reference points on which to base the process of 

negotiation. This shift in the focus is closely related to the next implication for 

practitioners that suggests a need to re-think the goals that are to be achieved through 

the teacher-created rules. 

The need to re-think the goals of the rules in the classroom. This 

implication ties back to all of my previous comments about developmentally 

appropriate rules. For an initial social activity to be performed, there must exist some 

shared understanding about the ongoing situation. To guide the children through 

following a rule is different from instructing them to do so. Instructing the children to 

do something requires them to accept a shared goal rather than actually share the goal 

with the teacher. The rule must be thought about in terms of what it is trying to 

achieve rather than, what one can do to make the children follow the rule. Thus, one 

must ask oneself, “is it important to stay in line or is it important to lower one’s voice 

in the school hallway?" or "What do we want to achieve out of rest time?" These are 

important questions to begin with, when planning for rules in the classroom. 

Teachable moments and co-construction of rules. I have emphasized, 

throughout that it is important to co-construct rules with children for them to be able 

to understand the rule and its appropriateness to the social situation. By co- 
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construction I do not mean getting the children together in a group and making a list 

of the rules that they suggest, to stick up on the classroom wall. Rather, co- 

construction must be ingrained in one’s attitude and approach to the rules in the 

classroom. Dewey (1899), asserted the importance of democracy in the classroom. 

Classrooms are societies in which children practice the rules of society. The aim of 

this practice is not to socialize children into an existent world but to enable them to 

reflect on the existing societal pattern in order to re-structure those rules for the 

benefit of the society. This goal can be achieved only if rules are open to constant 

debate and questioning. Again, this attitude can be developed by practitioners if they 

reconceptualize a rule as a tool for negotiation rather than a condition that exists for 

everyone to adhere to. 

Such an attitude that values questioning is a valuable tool for the understanding 

of rules. Rules have a practical value. Children value fairness and spend a lot of time 

negotiating fair ways. In this classroom they had several rules for being fair to each 

other (see table 2c). The development that occurred among the children in Paley’s 

(1994). classroom stands witness to the importance of social negotiation in the 

construction of children’s knowledge. The rule is a means to negotiate differences in 

the classroom. Practitioners need to plan for this. Our aim is for children to be able 

to use the rules as tools for rational decisions about the environments that they live in. 

Undoubtedly, the teacher’s response plays a very important role in helping 

children construct their understanding of rules. Teachers control the classroom 
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situations by making decisions about how they respond to the children’s behaviors. 

_ We saw that the definition of ‘good days’ and ‘bad days’ depended heavily on how 

Ms. Munro perceived the situation. How does a teacher decide what is a bad day? 

How does he/she determine when a rule is broken. As a human being, how consistent 

can a teacher be in responding to the children’s practice of rules? Within this human 

inconsistency what do they children internalize about the rules in their classroom? 

These questions add a different dimension to the understanding of children’s rules. 

Living the rules in order to understand them is not as systematic as I conveyed 

through my presentation. The ambiguity and unpredictability of human behavior 

complicates the investigations of all processes of development. However, individuals 

grow and develop in contexts that contain elements of ambiguity. The investigation of 

children’s understanding of rules is no exception. 

I will conclude by quoting Peter’s answer to my question about rules in the 

classroom. Peter was constantly reminded to follow rules in the classroom. When I 

asked him to tell me something about the rules in his classroom he said, "You know, 

I don’t know much about rules. But I think that you already know a lot about them!" 

My answer to him now, at this point is, "Not really, there’s so much more to know". 
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Appendix A. Approval from Human Subjects Review Board. 

See attached memorandam and document granting approval for the use of 
Human Subjects in this research study. 

Any and all names that pertain to the informants and their setting have been 

erased in order to maintain the annonymity of the participants. 
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DATE: June 6. 1994 

SUBJECT: IRB APPROVAL/"An Exploration into a Kindergarten's 
Classroom Rules" 
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The Institutional Review Board has reviewed your request for the 

above referenced project. We concur that the experiments are of minimal risk 
to the human subjects who will participate and that appropriate safeguards 
have been taken. Therefore, the Institutional Review Board for Research 

Involving Human Subjects approves vour request. 

This approval is valid for 12 months. If the involvement with human 

subjects is not complete within 12 months or there is a significant change in 
the protocol of the project. the project may be resubmitted for extension or 
approval. 

Best wishes. 
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Appendix B. Approval from Montgomery Public School System 

See attached letter granting permission to conduct the study in the Montgomery 
County Public School system. 

Any and all names that pertain to the informants and their setting have been 
erased in order to maintain the annonymity of the participants. 

164



TELEPHONE 703-382-5100 
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Ms. Pradnya Patet. 

College of Human Resources 
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che zlementary school for your doctoral dissertation has been 
granted by Montgomery County Public Schools. 

» Principal of _ Elementary School, will be your 
contact person while working on this survey. 

Strict adherence to the policies of the Montgomery County School Board require 
that the following conditions be met during this study: 

No student names, school names or identifiers should be used without prior 
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scnools. 
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Any publication, announcement, or use of the results of this survey beyond 
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principal’s office for each session. 
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4) All research must be planned and conducted in an effort to MINIMIZE lost 

anstructionail time for the students involved. 
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I am pleased that you will be working with students in Montgomery 
County and appreciate your interest in the school division. If I 
can be of further service during your study, please do not hesitate 
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~~ Sincerely, \ 

(PN 6 wi 
James L. Sellers 

-“Assistant Superintendent 
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Appendix C1. Informed consent forms for parents of children. 

VIRGINIA POLYTECHNIC INSTITUTE AND STATE UNIVERSITY 

Title of the Project: An exploration into a Kindergarten’s classroom rules. 

Principal Investigator: Pradnya A. Patet. 

I, THE PURPOSE OF THIS RESEARCH. 

This research is designed to understand how children begin to understand and 

‘fit into’ their classroom which has a culture of its own. More specifically the study 

will investigate how children do this through social interactions with other members 

of the classroom. I request permission for your child’s participation in this project. 

Il. PROCEDURES. 

The procedures to be used in this study have been summarized in table 1, in 

terms of the actual procedure, the number of sessions and the length of sessions. (See 

table 1). 

Il. BENEFITS OF THIS RESEARCH. 

Your child’s participation in this research is a valuable contribution to the 

research field. While it is accepted that the classroom facilitates the social 

development of children, little is known about the actual process of how children 

begin to understand and internalize social knowledge through their social interactions. 

This knowledge is important for classroom teachers, to enable them to structure 

educational environments for children in effective ways.No guarantee of benefits has 

been made to encourage you to participate. If you would like to receive a copy of the 
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Table 1. Description of the proposed data collection procedures, number and length of 

sessions with the human subjects. 

  

PROCEDURES INVOLVED AND A 
BRIEF DESCRIPTION. 

NUMBER OF 
SESSIONS. 

LENGTH OF 
SESSIONS. 

  

Field notes: Descriptions of 

interactions in the classroom and on the 
playground based on participant 
observations conducted therein. 

Period of one 

semester, 
beginning end of 
August. 

During normal 

school hours. 

  

Audio Tape recordings: Supplementary 
to the field notes. Interactions in the 
classroom and on the playground. 
Sections to be tape-recorded will be 
determined by the researcher according 
to the objectives of the research. - 

Frequently during 
the semester. 

During normal 
school hours. 

  

  
Focused group discussions with the 
children: These will be conducted by 
the researcher using an observed rule 
in the class-room as a tool to discuss 
their conceptions of it through the 

medium of a story. 

    
Approximately 4 
during the 

semester   
Approxi- 
mately 10-12 
minutes each. 

(Depending on 
how long group 

time is in the 

classroom.) 
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summary of this research after it is completed, please let me know. 

IV. EXTENT OF ANONYMITY AND CONFIDENTIALITY. 

The results of this study will be kept strictly confidential. At no time will the 

researcher release the results of the study to anyone other than Dr. Victoria Fu 

(Major advisor for the project), without your written consent. The information your 

child provides will have his/her name removed and a fictitious one substituted. This 

name will be used in all written reports of the research and the analyses of the same. 

Additionally, all findings will be reported as group findings. No individual child will 

be singled out for any purpose without your written content. 

The taped conversation will be reviewed and transcribed by the researcher only 

and be erased after May 1995. 

VI. FREEDOM TO WITHDRAW. 

You are free to withdraw your child from this study at any time without 

penalty. 

VII. APPROVAL OF RESEARCH. 

This research has been approved, as required, by the Institutional Review 

Board for projects involving human subjects at Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State 

University, by the Department of Family and Child Development and 

‘ Assistant Superintendent of the Montgomery Public School System; anc - 

Principal of the . ELementary School : 

Blacksburg and ‘, your child’s Kindergarten teacher. 
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VT INFORMANT’S CONSENT. 

I know of no reason my child cannot participate in this study. 

  

Signature. 

IX. SUBJECT’S PERMISSION. 

I have read and understand the informed consent and conditions of this project. 

I have had all my questions answered. I hereby acknowledge the above and give my 

voluntary consent for my child’s participation in this project. 

If my child participates, he/she may withdraw at any time without penalty. I 

agree to abide by the rules of this project. 

Should I have any questions about this research or its conduct, I will contact: 

    

    

    

Pradnya A. Patet 703-231-5668 (W) 
703-552-6225 (H) 

Investigator Phone 

Dr. Victoria R. Fu 703-231-4796 (W) 

Faculty Advisor Phone 

Dr. Emest Stout. 703-231-6077 (W) 

Chair, IRB Phone 

Research Division 
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Appendix C2. Informed consent form for the teachers of children 

VIRGINIA POLYTECHNIC INSTITUTE AND STATE UNIVERSITY 

Title of the Project: An exploration into a Kindergarten’s classroom rules. 

Principal Investigator: Pradnya A. Patet. 

I. THE PURPOSE OF THIS RESEARCH. 

You are invited to participate in a study about children’s understanding about 

classroom rules. The research is designed to understand how children begin to 

understand and ‘fit into’ their classroom which has a culture of its own. More 

specifically the study will investigate how children do this through social interactions 

with other members of the classroom. 

II. PROCEDURES. 

The procedures to be used in this study have been summarized in table 1, in 

terms of the actual procedure, the number of sessions and the length of sessions. (See 

table 1). The possible risks to you as a participant may be as follows: The lengthy 

descriptions of the classroom procedures may be misused by persons other than those 

involved in the study. 

A major safegaurd that will be used to protect you from this risk and minimize 

it is as follows: All information will be shared with you before it is disseminated to 

outsiders. At this point you may choose to withhold any information you see as 

negative or threatening to you. 
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Table 1. Description of the proposed data collection procedures, number and 

length of sessions with the human subjects. 

  

PROCEDURES INVOLVED AND A 
BRIEF DESCRIPTION. 

NUMBER OF 
SESSIONS. 

LENGTH OF 
SESSIONS. 

  

Field notes: Descriptions of 
interactions in the classroom and on the 
playground based on participant 
observations conducted therein. 

Period of one 

semester, 
beginning end of 
August. 

During normal 

school hours. 

  

Audio Tape recordings: Supplementary 
to the field notes. Interactions in the 
classroom and on the playground. 
Sections to be tape-recorded will be 

determined by the researcher according 

to the objectives of the research. 

Frequently during 
the semester. 

During normal 
school hours. 

  

Semi-structured interviews with the 
teacher: The content for these will be 

determined based on above 

observations at a time and place 

mutually convenient for the researcher 
and the teacher. Interviews will be tape 

recorded. 

approximately 3 
during the 

semester. 

30 - 35 minutes 

each. 

  

    

Focused group discussions with the 

children: These will be conducted by 
the researcher using an observed rule 
in the class-room as a tool to discuss 

their conceptions of it through the 
medium of a story. 

    Approximately 4 

during the 
semester   Approxi- 

mately 10-12 
minutes each. 
(Depending on 
how long group 

time is in the 

classroom.) 
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Ill. BENEFITS OF THIS RESEARCH. 

As a participant in this research, you will have a voluntary helper. Though 

actual observations and data collection will begin on the first day of the Fall semester 

and continue for a period of one semester, I will come in a week earlier to help you 

set up your classroom. Your participation in the project will provide you an 

opportunity to express your views and rationale for your practice, as a classroom 

teacher. This perspective is a valuable resource for any research investigating 

classroom practices. The study, therefore will facilitate your contribution to the 

research field. No guarantee of benefits has been made to encourage you to 

participate. If you would like a copy of the summary of this research when 

completed, please let me know. 

IV. EXTENT OF ANONYMITY AND CONFIDENTIALITY. 

The results of this study will be kept strictly confidential. At no time will the 

researcher release the results of the study to anyone other than Dr. Victoria Fu 

(Major advisor for the project), without your written consent. The information you 

provide will have your name removed and a fictitious one substituted. This name will 

be used in all written reports of the research and the analyses of the same. 

The taped conversation will be reviewed and transcribed by the researcher only 

and be erased after May 1995. 

VI. FREEDOM TO WITHDRAW. 

You are free to withdraw from this study at any time without penalty. 
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VII. APPROVAL OF RESEARCH. 

This research has been approved, as required, by the Institutional Review 

Board for projects involving human subjects at Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State 

University, by the Department of Family and Child Development and the Assistant 

Superintendent of the Montgomery Public School System; and the Principal of your 

school. 

II INFORMANT’S CONSENT. 

I know of no reason I cannot participate in this study. 

  

Signature. 

IX. | SUBJECT’S PERMISSION. 

I have read and understand the informed consent and conditions of this project. 

I have had all my questions answered. I hereby acknowledge the above and give my 

voluntary consent for participation in this project. 

If I participate, I may withdraw at any time without penalty. I agree to abide 

by the rules of this project. 

Should I have any questions about this research or its conduct, I will contact: 

Pradnya A. Patet (Investigator) 703-231-5668 (W); 703-552-6225 (H) 

Dr. Victoria R. Fu (Faculty Advisor) 703-231-4796 (W) 

Dr. Emest Stout. (Chair, IRB Research Division) 703-231-6077 (W) 
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Appendix D. Children’s consent for the study. 

I addressed the children in two groups. The following is the content of my talk to 

them. I spoke to Ms. Munro’s class first and then to Ms. Reynold’s class. 

You have all seen me in your classroom. J have been playing with you and 
talking to you. I am here, with you in your classroom because I would like to know 
more about the rules in your classroom. Would you like to work with me and help me 
to know more about the rules in your classroom? 

I have a taperecorder here. (showed it to them). Sometimes when you tell me 
something about the rules in your classroom, I cannot always remember it. So, I 
might turn my taperecorder on, so that our voices get taped on to it. If you do not 
want me to tape your voice, you can let me know. Tell me that you do not want to be 

taped. Also, if you would like to hear your voices on the tape, I could play the tape 
for you during free play time. 
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Appendix E. Guidelines for the teacher’s interview. 

What is your definition of the word rule? 

What would you say are some of your classroom rules? 

Were these planned ahead of time? 

Tell me more about the rules that you didn’t plan ahead of time. 

In the whole process of establishing classroom rules, what do you see your role as? 

How do you communicate classroom rules? 

Earlier you had mentioned that you help children realize that there are certain 
things that upset you. What are some things that upset you? 

What is the children’s role in the process of establishing classroom rules? 

What do you expect from children when you communicate classroom rules? 

How do the children learn to please their teacher? 

How do children respond to the classroom rules? 

What are your thoughts about what children might think a rule is? 

At this point in time, what do you think the children have internalized about 
their classroom rules? 
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Appendix F: A sample of the condensed field note record. 

November 14, 1995 ... 

Peter (P) at blocks - building structure. Jack (J) playing alongside Peter. I am at a 
round table near the blocks. 

J came to me crying: Pradnya, P hit me. 
Me: P, could you come here for a minute? - wouldn’t come. I went over. 

Me: J tells me that you hit him. 
P: It was an accident. 

Me: What happened? 

P: I was putting the blocks away and he was and accidently a block hit him. 
Me: Is that what happened? 
J: NO, I was getting a block and he was getting other blocks and accidently one block 

hit me 

Me: Oh, so it was an accident? 
Both; Yeah. 

Me: So what can we do so that no one gets hurt? 
P: I don’t know 
J: I don’t know 
Me: How about we put them away slowly, and maybe look around to see that we’re 
not going to hit someone? 

P: Yeah, we can take turns! 

9:30 a.m. clean up bell . J and P began to dump blocks in. Mrs R. rang bell. 
everyone - freeze - “boys and girls, I would like for you to clean up quickly and 
quietly and sit in front of your teacher’s rocking chair". ... 
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Appendix G. A sample of a domain analysis worksheet 

  

1. Semantic Relationship: is an example of. 
2. Example: ‘sit in front of Ms. Munro’s rocking chair’. 
  

  

Included terms semantic te on term 

Be nice; Don’t talk when 
the teacher is talking; 

Use good manners; Be fair; 

Lie down and rest: Line up 

to go ... : Apple-sauce-cross; 
Hips and lips: Daily acitivity——» is an example —__——_-» rule 
schedule; Not more than four of: 

people; You can’t say you can’t 
Play: Don’t Hit. 

  

Structural question : How are apple-sauce cross and hips and lips different from a 
daily activity schedule rule like "not more than four people at a center"? 
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10. 

11. 

12. 

Appendix H. A glossary of the native language rules. 

Drum roll: The children and teacher would use hands on their laps like 

drumsticks on a drum. 

Apple-sauce-cross: When the teacher said apple-sauce cross, the children had 
to ‘pop up’ and sit down on the floor with their legs crossed under them. 

Finger hug: This was done by raising both hands and sticking up the pointer 

and middle finger close to each other and moving them up and down slightly. 

Children were asked to give a finger hug instead of running up to any adult. 

Hips-and-lips: Wave one hand up in the air and put its pointer on your 
lips. Then wave the other hand and put it on hips. Walk down the hallway in 
this manner. 

Hocus-pocus-focus: The children would get their imaginary cameras out, roll 
their fists into a cylindrical shape and turn their heads to the spot where the 
teacher who was going to lead the group was. 

Friday Dance: The friday dance was done on fridays. Children stood up in 
their spots and did a free style movement in a limited space. 

Put your eyeballs on my eyballs: The children would open their eyes wide and 

focus their vision completely on the teacher’s eyes. 

1-2-3 eyes on me: Children were supposed to look at the teacher. 

Hide-us-Ms-Munro / Let’s sneak up on __: When someone said "Hide-us- 
Ms. Munro or Let’s sneak up on , the children would be very quiet 

gather themselves up in a crouching position and tip-toe behind Ms. Munro 
who would spread out her apron to hide them. 

Handbell sound: When children heard the handbell ring, they had to stop what 

they were doing, freeze and listen to the teacher. 

Mickey mouse button: The mickey mouse button was worn every day This 
button had the child’s name and bus number on it. Ms. Munro’s class had a 

yellow color and Ms. Reynolds class had blue. 

Zero-the-hero day. On every tenth day of school, Zero-the-hero would 
come and visit the children. There were different people who would dress up 
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13. 

14. 

15. 

16. 

17. 

as Zero and when they came in to the classroom, they children and the 
teachers sang a special song that talked about who zero was. Zero then asked 

questions like how many days the children had been in school and how many 
more days they would have to wait till they saw him again. On several 
occasions the school principal dressed up as Zero. 

is the leader: These words in the morning message meant that 
whichever child’s name occupied the blank in the sentence was the leader for 
the day. He/she got to lead all the classroom ‘lines’ that went to and from the 

classroom. 

Whistle sound: When children heard one long whistle on the playground they 
were supposed to stop and look around to see if their teacher’s hand was 

raised. so that they could line up in front of her. If they heard three short 

whistles, then they were supposed to stop and look around because that meant 

that some one was hurt or in trouble or that their teacher wanted to talk to 

them. 

"Freeze" and “bean-bag-boogie" were movement activities that were often 

used as rewards for being good restors. Both the movement activities required 
the children to listen to the music on the record and follow the instructions. 
The "freeze" was a song from the record "kids in motion" that let the children 

dance to the fast beat in any way that they wanted to. There were large pauses 
in between that required the children to freeze in their latest dancing pose. The 

bean bag boogie song provided specific directions to use the bean bag while 

the children danced. "Put your bean bag under your chin; put the bean bag on 
your nose etc." 

Shuffle-off-the-buffalo. That meant ‘get ready for calendar’. Ms. Munro would 
shuffle the index cards which had the children’s names on it to start calling out 

children to do the calendar activities. 

The silent star. This was a star shaped magnet. When it was put up it meant 

that no person (child or adult) could talk. 
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