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Summary 

 

 

This thesis seeks to present the academic journey of how the concept of social and 

emotional development was re-theorised as social competence from a cultural-historical 

perspective. Emotional development in the field of early childhood education has 

traditionally been conceptualised as part of a suite of domains of child development – 

social-emotional, cognitive, language, and fine and gross motor. As such, emotional 

development has traditionally been studied independently of the other forms of 

development. Through exploring a range of impacts and contexts on children’s 

emotional and personality development form trauma to cultural difference, the content 

of this staff thesis moves from the orientation of social and emotional development 

towards a cultural-historical conception of emotion regulation as a collective practice, 

where a new conception of social competence is theorised. 
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SECTION I  

 

 

 Introduction  1.1

As has been ascertained by psychological research the human personality is 
formed basically under the influence of social relations, i.e. the system which 
it is part of, from the earliest childhood onward—‘My relationship to my 
environment,’ says Marx, ‘is my consciousness’. (Vygotsky, 1994, p. 181) 

This thesis seeks to present the academic journey of how the concept of social and 

emotional development was re-theorised as social competence from a cultural-historical 

perspective. Emotional development in the field of early childhood education has 

traditionally been conceptualised as part of a suite of domains of child development: 

social-emotional, cognitive, language and fine and gross motor. As such, emotional 

development has traditionally been studied independently of the other forms of 

development. The content of this staff thesis moves from this orientation of social and 

emotional development towards a cultural-historical conception of emotion regulation 

as a collective practice, where a new conception of social competence is theorised. 

 

A cultural-historical reading of development cannot reduce the whole into the sum of its 

parts and then seek to make sense of a child’s development. Rather, what is 

foregrounded is a more holistic perspective on development, where social forms of 

engagement and living in the world become part of how the individual is constituted—

that is, as a form of cultural development. This thesis argues that social and emotional 

development must sit within a framework of social competence, where emotion 

regulation is theorised differently from the traditional individual constructions of 

emotional development found in the longstanding literature on early childhood 

education. 

 

The traditional literature presents traits of social development as an individual 

phenomenon (see Vadeboncoeur & Collie, 2013). Less attention is given to the social 

and cultural contexts in which the development of social competence occurs 

(Holodynski & Wormann, 2013). A more holistic view of social competence is needed.  

 

A twofold approach to problematising emotional development is presented.  
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It is argued that: 

1. One cannot reduce emotions to a set of organic traits that are housed within the 

individual, and 

2. Emotions are not something that are performed by an individual, somehow 

removed from the society in which social interaction and emotion regulation is 

given meaning. 

There is a conceptual need to redefine emotions and emotion regulation, and therefore 

social competence, as collectively enacted and understood in early childhood education. 

In this thesis, the nomenclature and theorisation moves from social and emotional 

development, to social competence and on to the concept of ‘perezhivanie’. Introducing 

the concept of perezhivanie gives a new reading to the concept of emotional 

development. This is understood through both the earlier work of Vygotsky on the 

Psychology of Art (Vygotsky, 1971), and his later work on the problem of environment 

(Vygotsky, 1994), where the concept of perezhivanie is discussed explicitly. It is the 

relationship between the earlier work and the later work that allow for an advancement 

of thinking on social competence. It is only recently that the scholars of cultural-

historical theory have come to realise the importance of Vygotsky’s concept of 

perezhivanie (e.g. Ferholt, 2010). 

 

Gonzalez-Rey (2011) reminds us that much of contemporary Western literature 

concerning cultural-historical theory emphasises Vygotsky’s focus during the 1928–

1931 period, or the ‘cultural-historical period’, around the notions of ‘sign; semiotic 

mediation; internalisation; and higher psychological functions’ (p. 35). In addition, 

Gonzalez-Rey (2011) states that:  

[Vygotsky’s] earlier notion of a psychological system capable of integrating 
emotions and cognitive processes, ideas that reappeared in his last works, are 
today underconsidered if not ignored… Vygotsky’s orientation towards 
cognitive-emotional synthesis or ‘unities’, the generative character of 
emotions, and the idea of psyche as a dynamic system together marked an 
ontological definition of human psyche based on cognitive-emotional 
processes grounded in culture. (p. 35) 

These critical ideas of ‘unities’ and the linking of cognitive-emotional processes within 

the context of culture give rise to the key concepts of perezhivanie and the social 

situation of development: 

Through the concepts of perezhivanie and the social situation of development, 
Vygotsky introduced a theoretical representation of human development 
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underscoring the self-regulatory movement of personality in the face of lived 
experiences from which appear perezhivanies leading to ruptures and 
consequently, the beginnings of new development. (Gonzalez-Rey, 2011, p. 
33) 

This thesis, as a staff thesis, collectively maps this academic journey. What underpins 

this development in scholarship for me, as an academic, is the need for a more inclusive 

view of education, where children with perceived emotional difficulties do not become 

the victims of poorly theorised concepts and labelling.  

 

The role of the adult is to create the conditions where children can practise the cultural 

tools needed for interpersonal interactions—reading the signs, using the signs in ways 

that progress their development, and in ways that work within their everyday social life, 

preschool context and the cultural mores of communities. In this cultural-historical 

reading, the social becomes the individual (see Vygotsky, 1994). As such, early 

childhood education scholars have a significant role to play in progressing traditionally 

conceptualised views of social-emotional development and social competence. The 

concept of perezhivanie is important for this theoretical work, this concept is explored 

further on page 25 of this thesis. As might be expected in a staff thesis, the use of this 

concept for thinking differently about social competence has only been realised in the 

latter part of my work. 

 

 Overview of papers 1.2

The published and unpublished papers presented in this thesis examine a range of 

cultural devices for realising the development of social competence. The papers are 

presented as follows:  

 

SECTION I: Introduction (journey; introducing the p aper) 

1. Hammer, M. (2007). A validation of a measure of social-emotional development 

and identification of impacts of child abuse and neglect. Journal of Australian 

Research in Early Childhood Education, 11(1),  

 

2. Hammer, M. (2007). A tale of two cultures: Comparing two countries’ responses 

to children’s trauma—a report to the Yachad Scholarship Foundation of a study 

tour conducted in Israel (documentation of observations of practice) Report 

delivered to Yachad Foundation Directors, Melbourne, 2007. 
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3. Fleer, M., & Hammer, M. (accepted, April 2014). Repertories of cultural 

practices for enacting play and learning in a playgroup. International Journal of 

Research in Early Childhood Education. 

 

4. Fleer, M., & Hammer, M. (2013). Emotions in imaginative situations: The 

valued place of fairytales for supporting emotion regulation, Mind, Culture, and 

Activity, 20(3), 240–259. 

 

5. Fleer, M., & Hammer M. (2013). Perezhivanie in group settings: A cultural-

historical reading of emotion regulation, Australasian Journal of Early 

Childhood, 38(3), 127–134. 

 

6. Fleer, M. Hammer, M., & March, S. (2014). A cultural-historical reading of the 

emotional development of young children. Asia-Pacific Journal of Research in 

Early Childhood Education, 8(2), 47–67. 

 
 
SECTION II: A model of social competence 

This section of the thesis puts forward a model of the conceptualisation of social 

competence as it is comprised of the sense of self and the utilisation of cultural tools 

through the prism of perezhivanie. 

 
The next section narrates the academic journey that was realised through the 
development of these papers over a period of ten years. This is followed by the actual 
papers themselves, as published pieces, and finally, at the end of the thesis, is a chapter 
that brings together the thinking that has emerged collectively from these papers into a 
model which shows the relation between the individual and collective development of 
social competence for preschool aged children. 
 

 Research journey: A slow and circuitous journey 1.3

 
Chasing shining things: It is the shining things that I have noticed along the 
way which have kept me going off track, chasing yet another shining thing. 
This is the sort of a long and arduous demonstration of a number of 
chronological shifts; from where I started, to where I am now; to think about 
the causes and impetuses of my development, and the movement of basic 
philosophical positions over ten years. It’s a bit odd, hard to get into a kind of 
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structure. (Reflections on social competence over 10 years, Presentation to 
Monash PhD community, 2013) 

My academic work represents a series of chronological shifts. The shifts in my own 

conceptual development have resulted from both empirical work (Papers 1–6) and from 

theoretical reading (e.g. Elias & Berk, 2002; Holodynski & Seeger, 2013; Kitzmann & 

Howard, 2011; Magiolino & Smolka, 2013; Roth, 2007; White, 2013; Willford, 

Whittaker, Vitiello & Downer, 2013). 

 

The first turn in my conceptual work came as I reflected on how emotions had been 

conceptualised in my work on Child Abuse and Trauma. When I started observing 

children, I came to it from the perspective of abuse and trauma (Kitzmann & Howard, 

2013). I was interrogating child abuse and neglect, looking at the impact these 

experiences have on the emotional and social development of children who have been 

mistreated (Gerstein, Arbona, Crnic, Ryu, Baker & Blacher, 2011) and how those 

experiences can be seen through the child’s acting out of particular behaviours 

(Hammer, 2007; Howse, Lange, Farran & Boyles, 2003).  

 

Like most early career researchers, I initially came to research from the point of view of 

a teacher, trying to survive a day with children who behave violently, kicking and biting 

among other actions. As a teacher-researcher, my focus was on investigating how to 

deal with such behaviours, and to examine the impact of abuse on the child (see critique 

by Barblett & Maloney, 2010). The research at that time focused on individual 

constructions of the child, their development, and where the learning and developing 

child was divided into social, emotional, cognitive and physical developmental domains. 

This was consistent with the thinking at the time, and is well reflected in the literature of 

that period (Commonwealth of Australia, 2013). 

 

When a child does not fit the expected norms or developmental stages, then a deficit 

view of the child emerges (Vygotsky, 1987). Through further reading and my own 

empirical work, the perspective I had of the child was changing. I began problematising 

how we think about the developing child. I asked: Can we conceptualise the child in 

terms of the group? What might be the collective conception of learning in the teaching-

learning situation in early childhood? These questions led to a new research need and a 
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method that involved mapping children’s emotional competence in the context of their 

preschool experience. 

 

 Social-emotional/social competence behaviour checklist 1.3.1

In order to understand a child growing up in traumatic conditions, I started by looking at 

social emotional development and social competence in the context of the assessment 

tools available at the time (Barblett & Maloney, 2010; Cole, Martin & Dennis, 2004; 

Graziano, Calkins & Keane, 2011). The original socio-emotional checklist that I was 

drawn to was the Status of the child behaviour checklist and related materials 

(Achenbach, T.M., 1987). 

 

Like many other tools available at the time, this had limitations: 

I was using the Burden developmental tests to measure children’s 
developmental progress. I remember very clearly a lesson taught to me by a 4 
year old child. Some of the questions in the Burden test have different options. 
I chose the third option, one that would traditionally not be used until much 
later. The four-year-old child told me: ‘That’s not what comes next in the test.’ 
She had been tested often. She knew the questions and just performed. So the 
fact she told me about the question order alerted me to a problem with testing 
and with the use of particular tools for gaining insights about children. That is, 
the results were not going to be of any real value or be a guide to 
development. My conclusion was that this child must be far in advance of 
what the test was seeking to examine. She had been referred into the centre as 
having an intellectual disability. (Reflections on social competence over 10 
years, Presentation to Monash PhD community, 2013) 

A checklist that is observation-based provided the way forward for understanding 

children’s emotional development and overall social competence. I wanted to move 

away from anything that tests children as its approach to documenting and determining 

social competence. This led to the search for alternative tools.  

 

The process of the assessment of social competence in the early childhood years is 

complex, and has been further complicated through a focus on social-emotional 

development as a singular domain of child development, which is overshadowed by 

emphasis on the cognitive domain of development—highlighting school readiness and 

academic success (e.g. Blair, 2002). An intensive review of the literature (Barblett & 

Maloney, 2010) added further complexities in conceptualising assessment, namely: 

Children from diverse cultures and backgrounds, the importance of the 
teacher, the influence of context, lack of consistency in terminology, including 



7 

 

the voice of the child and ethics associated with assessment. (Barblett & 
Maloney, 2010, p. 14) 

Early attempts to measure social competence gained impetus from attempts to evaluate 

the Head Start programme in the United States, the original goal of which was to 

‘enhance children’s social competence so that they would be able to perform effectively 

in school and beyond’ (Raver & Zigler, 1991, p. 17). Early efforts proposed a four-

factor model that included health/physical status, cognitive development, social-

emotional factors and assessments of motivation, curiosity, initiative, persistence and 

task orientation. While optimistic in its intentions, the implementation of such a model 

is very difficult, despite providing a useful framework for making assessments of 

children’s development. It is also the case that the analysis of ‘maladaptive behaviours’ 

provides a better understanding and guidance for intervention strategies and programme 

design. That is, an understanding of the negative can provide direction and focus for the 

positive. 

 

However, the notion of social competence is fundamental to the education process; 

generally, the literature at that time finds that four broad elements constitute social 

competence: wellbeing, relationships with people, language and communication and 

exploring and learning (Hendricks & Meade, 1993). Indeed, the World Bank highlights 

the importance of social development in lifting more people out of poverty; its report 

titled ‘Early Childhood Development From Measurement to Action: A Priority for 

Growth and Equity’ (Young, 2007) also states that outcomes are better when 

development projects promote social change along with addressing economic issues. 

This notion becomes pivotal in determining the values and consequent responses that 

are relayed to children that serve to establish the framework of meaning that children 

construct in their world.  

 

Another ‘shiny thing’ that emerged on the horizon during the early part of my career 

was working with children who came to Australia for safe haven after the uprisings in 

Kosovo and the East Timor wars. What I noticed was that these children displayed 

similar kinds of behaviours to the children who had been neglected and abused. It was 

at this point that the concept of abuse was, for me, broadened to encompass the idea of 

trauma.  

 



8 

 

This is where my research took a major turn. I wanted to look at what was inside the 

child at what sits under the acting out behaviours, which generally are considered 

‘naughty’. This criterion of examining both the social context and the child’s behaviours 

in that context (Kärtner, Holodynski & Wormann, 2013) became pivotal in my search 

for a better tool. I found the Social Competence Behaviour Evaluation (Preschool 

Edition) Instrument (SCBE) (LaFreniere & Dumas, 1995). The SCBE assesses 

characteristic patterns of affective expression, social competence and adjustment 

difficulties in situations with peers and adults.  

 

The profile was developed especially for preschool teachers to identify emotional and 

behavioural signals in order to describe behavioural tendencies for socialisation and 

education, rather than diagnosis for clinical intervention. Eight dimensions were 

identified as central to the quality of a child’s adaptation: depressive-joyful, anxious-

secure, angry-tolerated, isolated-integrated, aggressive-calm, egotistical-prosocial, 

oppositional-cooperative and dependent-autonomous; these along with four summary 

scales (including a general adaptation score) make up this comprehensive assessment 

tool. Each basic scale consists of five items describing successful adjustment and five 

items describing adjustment difficulties. Basic scales 1–3 describe each child’s manner 

of emotional expression; basic scales 4–6 describe interactions with peers, and basic 

scales 7–8 assess teacher-child relations. The 80 items are rated on a six-point scale. 

 

The original French version of the scale was standardised on 979 children in Quebec 

and subsequently in English on 1,263 children in the United States. The internal 

consistency of each scale was assessed by Cronbach’s alpha and all were highly 

consistent, with scores ranging from .79 to .87. Data on test-retest reliability was based 

on a subsample of 29 subjects selected at random and re-evaluated 2 weeks after the 

initial evaluation. Pearson correlations for the eight scales ranged from .74 to .91 

(LaFreniere, Dumas, Capuano & Dubeau, 1992). 

 

Over my research journey, the SCBE tool became streamlined. At the time, the revised 

version of the assessment tool was developed and applied internationally, in eight 

different cultural contexts, and substantial levels of consistency were achieved. 

(LaFreniere et al., 1992). The emphasis of the study that was the focus of my research at 
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that time is presented as the first paper in this thesis. This first paper uses the first 

component of the scale for examining a child’s emotional adjustment.  
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A validation of a measure of social-emotional development and 
identification of impacts of child abuse and neglect. (published ARECE 
Journal 2007) 

This study measures the social and emotional development of three groups of 
preschool aged children using the Social Competence Behaviour Evaluation 
(Preschool Edition) Instrument (SCBE) (LaFreniere & Dumas, 1995). The 
groups were drawn from preschools catering for children from a middle class 
area, a working class area and a special facility for child victims of abuse and 
neglect in a major metropolitan city in Australia. The SCBE is a screening 
instrument designed for use by teachers in preschool settings to identify 
emotional and behavioural signals of children in educational rather than 
clinical settings. The SCBE yields eight subscale scores and a general 
adaptation score. In the present study, all scores showed significant differences 
between children at the two regular preschool groups and those at the special 
centre. The results and the scale’s utility for preschool teachers are discussed 
in the light of the sample sizes and differing preschool environments and 
qualitative comments by the researcher-observer. 

 

The research approach at that time drew upon an observation continuum for 

conceptualising social emotional development, as shown in Figure 1.  

 
Figure 1.1 

 
 

This research instrument compartmentalises social-emotional development along a 

continuum, where the particular constructs are conceptualised into a checklist. The 

construct continuum has a positive pole and a negative pole for each emotional 

dimension. Through my research I noted that these constructs were really difficult to 

assess: how do we determine how others are feeling? How do we talk about children’s 

emotions? We know from research into the images of children and the concept of 

childhood (e.g. Prout, 2011) that there is often a romantic view of children and that 

childhood is considered through rose-coloured glasses. The poets of the Romantic era 

‘imagined childhood as a lost Eden, a magical realm from which adults were excluded 
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and for which they could only yearn’ (Brockliss & Montgomery, 2013, p. 84). Traces of 

this romanticism continue today—as a community we are often quite dismissive of 

children’s negative feelings. What was interesting to note when looking at children who 

had been victims of abuse, was that there was an expectation that a lot of aggression 

might be expressed, but the findings of my research showed something quite different. 

The key indicators were anxiety, isolation, and to a certain extent, dependence or 

autonomy. Children who have been victims of abuse in fact were much more dependent, 

seeking out adults’ attention, pursuing adult guidance and constantly seeking adult 

approval. They were looking for information to help them and were very dependent on 

guidelines and instructions from adults. This led to a follow up study undertaken in 

Israel, where the same findings were evident in children who had experienced trauma.  

 
 Israel 1.3.2

The second paper presented in this staff thesis is a report provided to The Yachad 

Scholarship Foundation. The report brought together an analysis of observational data 

gathered on the practices of the Yachad Foundation supported preschools, which care 

for children with experiences of trauma. I had the opportunity through this scholarship 

to document select programmes in Israel, and the findings supported the findings of my 

previous research—that children who had experienced trauma displayed dependence, 

sought adult approval, and followed guidelines closely.  

A Tale of Two Cultures: Comparing Two Countries’ Responses to Children’s 
Trauma—a report to the Yachad Scholarship Foundation of a study tour 
conducted in Israel (documentation of observations of practice)—Report 
delivered 2007 
 
Social and emotional development is the cornerstone of children’s developing 
personalities. An insight to this development offers early childhood professionals 
an opportunity to understand children’s individual needs and the means of 
addressing maladaptive behaviours. However, it is also an invisible element of 
children's development: the observer must rely on children’s behavioural cues as a 
means of indicating developmental progression and maturity. The issues of social 
and emotional development go beyond basic moods and feelings such as 
happiness, anger and sadness. They extend to the realms of self-concept and 
relationships with peers and adults, permeating the very essence of children’s 
capacity to cope with their social world—in other words, their social competence. 
When we step back from this and examine the general literature, we note four 
areas of benefit to positive social and emotional development to children’s 
growth. These are: 
• The capacity to build positive relationships with peers and teachers as a 

crucial component of learning success; 
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• The foundation for positive mental health, since positive social skills are 
attributed to a positive quality of life; 

• A link between emotional development and academic learning 
• The importance of social-emotional development in its effects on other 

domains of development, in particular, language development. (Barblett & 
Maloney, 2010) 

 
My study of two cultures investigated the work of early childhood professionals 
in assessing and supporting children who have experienced trauma. Utilising the 
SCBE to identify children’s social and emotional competence as it impacts on 
children’s learning, the paper explores teachers’ perceptions of the needs of young 
children and the responses teachers develop to these needs.  
 
In addition, the study reported in this paper compares and contrasts professionals’ 
interpretations and practice in the development of strategies for planning 
appropriate curriculum for traumatised children in Australia and Israel. The paper 
also explores various sources of trauma for children, ranging from child abuse and 
neglect to the outcomes of living in war-torn areas. The outcomes of the study 
have application to newly arrived refugee children in Australia as well as those 
children living in the volatile conflict areas of Israel; however, they are equally 
applicable to children who have been victims of abuse and neglect in their own 
homes. 
 

The paper gives insight into the role that Early Childhood professionals can play in 

supporting and ameliorating the negative effects of trauma in young children and 

provides a sense of hope that early childhood services can make a difference. The 

observational study determined three major findings. First, the connection between the 

social structure of the country—in this case Israel, which is comparatively newly 

developed, created after the decision by the United Nations to partition Palestine in 

1947, and which has been involved in territory disputes with its geographical 

neighbours since its inception. Second, the preponderance of teacher-directed preschool 

programmes where free play is seen as a break from learning, and is provided as an 

alternative during ‘free time’. Finally, the apparent focus on social participation and the 

concept of the collective, which could be attributed to the early idealism of the 

kibbutzim established by the country’s founding fathers. 

 

The scholarship funded activities and the writing process of the report for the Yachad 

Foundation, pushed me into thinking about how early childhood teachers approach the 

development of emotions and social competence for traumatised children. Questions 

that arose were: what is the role of educators in supporting traumatised children? What 

are we trying to do? Are we trying to get children ready for reading and writing, or is 
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there something else that is the main game that is never achieved in a finished form? 

The research undertaken in Israel did, however, contain basic ideas that, when later 

systematically developed, opened paths toward knowledge about what Vygotsky 

considered to be the most important problem of psychology—knowledge of human 

personality (Vygotsky, 1925). My reflections illustrate my thinking at the time: 

When I went to Israel, although interested to observe the style of preschool 
programmes, I was certainly unimpressed with their early childhood 
programmes. They seemed to be very conservative. On the surface, they are 
play based and had traditional play equipment, however, it was very teacher 
directed. Children were given particular activities that they had to complete. 
On one of the days I was there, it was a festival day celebrating the new year 
for trees, ‘Tu B’Shevat’. The children were engaged in activities related to 
oranges. There was one group squeezing orange juice. On the next table, they 
were cutting up orange peels into small shapes, and pasting the orange peel 
onto a pre-fabricated tree. What do they learn by pasting orange peels onto the 
tree? So again, it was quite strongly framed from a Piagetian theoretical 
framework, and I was quite dismissive of it. The play component of the 
programme was seen much more as free time or spare time, rather than the 
actual learning, and the teachers were disengaged from the play activities, 
allowing the children to explore the toys and develop their own games with 
supervision limited to behavioural guides and enforcement of rules. At the end 
of a specified time, the children were drawn back to the set activities designed 
by the teachers. However, on reflection, it was more around the idea of social 
participation that these activities were structured. The more programmes that I 
saw, the more this became evident to me. 
 
In a community of newly arrived Ethiopian refugees, many of them were from 
rural villages with no educational services. Many of these families had 
experienced extremely difficult immigration: they had walked the Sudan 
desert to wait in transit camps, where many family members perished along 
the way, before the Israeli government arranged airlifts to bring them to Israel. 
There were a number of programmes set up for refugee children, where the 
children learn quickly in the Israeli context and parents begin to feel left 
behind; this leads to a crisis for the family. This was the impetus to develop 
family inclusive programmes that included language instruction for the 
children and various ancillary programmes for parents such as drop-in sessions 
for traditional craft activities and training workshops to develop work skills, as 
well as after school homework clubs to assist older children to achieve success 
at school. 
 
A further programme in Afula with equal enrolments from the Arabic Druze 
community and Israeli community focused on the children’s programme, with 
a number of projects developed at the centre to support and include families. 
The centre is overseen by a steering committee that reflects the same 
demographics as the participants, ‘representative of the mosaic of Israeli 
population’; the programmes have an overarching principle that the episodes 
of warfare are not discussed within the centre, and are bilingual—in Hebrew 
and Arabic—thus promoting harmony and acceptance. 
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Israel is a country that is trying to establish its own identity, encouraging a 
range of activities so that people could forget trauma and move forward. One 
could postulate that this is perhaps homogenisation, but it was evident that 
families’ cultural practices and tools were not disregarded. The programmes 
foregrounded ethical approaches and principles that valued what refugee 
families brought with them. The education system was about everyone fitting 
in and belonging. The earlier ideas of the kibbutzim appeared to underpin the 
contemporary programmes observed. Reflecting on the report, it is interesting 
to note that many of the early establishers and fathers setting up that system in 
Israel were Russian refugees. There is quite a strong link between that school 
of Russian psychology, socialism and what was happening in the 40s and 50s, 
and in the practice of setting up the early education programmes in Israel 
where they were trying to achieve communal living through the kibbutzim. So 
the more I read about the Russian psychology, the more I can start to distil 
some of the things that were happening. It is intriguing to see that where they 
were going is much more about participating in a social group and having 
competences in the social group. It was in these reflections that the notion of 
social competence started to emerge for me as one of the key areas that 
educators need to think about in terms of this whole picture of providing 
meaningful education experiences for disaffected children and what they need 
for achieving and developing competence, so that they are able to negotiate 
within existing social structures, and their cultural settings. (Reflections on 
social competence over 10 years, Presentation to PhD community, 2013)  
 

The programmes studied in Israel bring attention to attempts at socialising the children, 

while children are active participants in their socialisation. The meaning they assign to 

their experiences and feelings are largely dependent on the meanings given to them 

through their teachers’ responses and gestures (Eisenberg, Valiente & Eggum, 2010). 

To a great extent, children come to see and feel about themselves as they perceive their 

primary caregivers feel about them. Teachers and caregivers then are significant 

emotional associates in children’s lives, defining the emotional culture in which 

children develop understandings about themselves, others and their worlds (Leavitt, 

1995, p. 4). 

 

Meanings and significance of interactions are tied to children’s interpretations of events 

as they experience and make sense of them within the context of community and culture 

(Hannikainen, 2014; Rabago-Mingoa, Estacio & Perlas, 2014; Son, 2014). The ‘effects’ 

of the teachers or caregivers’ action and inaction may lie less in the set of actions per se 

than in the child’s constructions of these actions, which is the child’s own emotional 

experience (Vadeboncoeur and Collie, 2013). 
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Libesman (2004) suggests that a culturally competent programme ‘appreciates and 

values diversity; understands the cultural forces which impact on the program; 

understands the dynamics which result from cultural differences; institutionalizes 

cultural differences and adapts its services to fit the cultural context of the clients it 

serves’ (Libesman, 2004, p. 15). 

 

These concepts were further developed through my participation in a research project 

exploring an Indigenous children’s playgroup in outer Melbourne. In that context, 

parents and children were engaging in traditional preschool activities, learning to play 

with traditional preschool equipment in order to be successful in the cultural institutions 

of education. This experience is captured through the study named as ‘Montana’ in my 

work. This was another moment in my research journey where the empirical work 

brought me to a new place in my thinking. 

 

 Montana 1.3.3

The third important turning point came in my research when I used the SCBE tool as a 

basis of analysis of the social competence of children attending a playgroup in an 

Indigenous community in a southern community of Australia. I was interested because 

the environment resembled a traditional preschool setting, with free play materials, a 

home corner, a block corner, art area, table activities and outdoor play equipment such 

as sand pit and trestles. However, traditional structures were used in non-traditional 

ways, which resonated with the concept of a third space for theorising social 

competence.  

 

In the first phase of this period in my conceptual journey, I started to explore the notion 

of third space. I really was quite excited by this because it created an understanding or 

perception of environment, although it is not a real space, but as a conceptual bubble 

that allowed a range of cultures to operate in one space, interacting, developing and 

flourishing. Gutierrez, Baquedano-Lopez and Turner (1997) define this concept of a 

third space in learning environments as ‘a place where two scripts or two normative 

patterns of interaction intersect, creating the potential for authentic interaction and 

learning to occur’ (p. 372). The concept of third spaces is discussed further below. 
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The work of Gutierrez, Baquedano-Lopez and Turner (1997) opened up a deeper 

understanding of the nature of studying emotion and social competence within 

particular cultural contexts, something that the work of Vygotsky does not explicitly 

address. Using digital video tools (Fleer & Ridgway, 2014) to document children’s 

everyday interactions within the setting of traditional preschools allows the researcher 

to conceptualise both the social and emotional competence of the playgroup children 

and their cultural context created in attending playgroup. The theory of third space 

allowed for both to be examined concurrently. 

 
Röttger-Rössler, Scheidecker, Jung and Holodynski (2013) have argued that: 

1. Some emotion qualities play a prominent role in learning social conformity. 

2. Cultures differ according to which emotion qualities are used as socializing 

emotions to motivate their members to behave according to their moral 

standards and social norms. 

3. The use of culture-specific socializing emotions leads to different pathways of 

emotional development, and thus to a different emotional repertoire. (p. 263) 

Putting culture centre stage in my work was important. Paper 3 closely examines the 

repertoires of cultural practices for enacting play and learning in a playgroup. Third 

space theory was important for conceptualising the categories used in my data analysis. 

However, a deeper understanding of cultural-historical theory was needed if my work 

was to develop further. 

 
In the second phase of this period, I brought third space theory together with the 

cultural-historical study of the arts (Vygotsky, 1971). What was interesting for me was 

that the third space as discussed by Gutierrez, Baquedano-Lopez and Turner (1997), is 

drawn from the dramatic arts for theatre, which is perhaps coincidental or not. A direct 

link to Vygotsky’s early work on the psychology of art (Vygotsky, 1971) was 

conceptually possible: Vygotsky wrote specifically on the emotional nature of the 

engagement a viewer has when looking at a painting or audience experiences when 

engaged in theatre. We are challenged to move beyond analytical or visual perception, 

to a sort of special perception that moves beyond the traditional one-sided view of 

specific qualities of artworks. In conceptualising the arts in this way, Vygotsky (1971) 

addressed what he considered to be the more generally significant elements of artistic 

quality and emotional experiences. While there is some criticism that Vygotsky 
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attended to the more of the ‘elitist’ art forms (Smagorinsky, 2011), I believe his work 

was an attempt to define art as artistic in his quest to determine what it is that allows art 

to be considered art:  

This concept gave Vygotsky the means of penetrating the secrets of the lasting 
value of great works of art, of discovering that force by which a Greek epic or 
a Shakespearean tragedy still continues, in Marx’s words, ‘to provide us with 
artistic enjoyment and, in a certain respect, to serve us both as a norm and an 
unattainable model’… (Leontiev, 1991, p. vii). 

There is a close union that can be drawn between the expressive arts and everyday life 

and cultural traditions. Here, Vygotsky’s theoretical work on studying the arts for better 

understanding psychology gave new insights into my research. Researching the whole 

performance (or the whole cultural context) is critical for understanding what’s going 

on culturally. In the words of the Bard himself, ‘All the world’s a stage and all the men 

and women merely players’ (Shakespeare, 1967). I reflected on this unlikely union in 

my reading of the theoretical discussion of emotions in the arts and the theory of third 

space. 

When I started to think about the notion of third space, then I came to realise 
that what is being conceptualised as the third space is the process of setting the 
stage for the performance. So that becomes a really critical key to thinking 
about what we were talking about from the play ‘As You Like It’. What’s 
interesting is that the rest of the poem in the play goes on to talk about the 
seven stages of a man, infant, schoolboy, lover, soldier, justice, Pantalone and 
old age, facing imminent death. Nothing is new. Nothing is original. So it is 
interesting that within that there is the beginning of some kind stages of life 
(Reflections on social competence over 10 years, Presentation to PhD 
community, 2013). 

Cultural-historical theory had provided different conceptual tools for developing my 

research, and the tools were particularly valuable for working in cross-cultural contexts. 

My conceptual and empirical journey led me to further my theoretical understandings of 

cultural-historical theory. In engaging with the Collected Works of Vygotsky (Volumes 

1–6), where emotions, imagination and creativity were being conceptualised in the 

Psychology of Art (Vygotsky, 1971), and in his chapter on Imagination and Creativity 

(Vygotsky, 2004), led me to a study of fairy tales and imaginative play (El’koninova, 

2002; Zaporozhets, 2002). Imaginative play underpins the next phase of my research, 

particularly in relation to children who have suffered trauma. Here, work on therapeutic 

play informed my research. Therapeutic play is a critical component of interaction that 

allows children to act out play in a range of different ways. The idea of stage and theatre 

is equally strong in providing and supporting a view of imaginative play being 
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important for representing the world (Vygotsky, 1966). Through play children act out 

the world (Kravtsov & Kravtsova, 2010). One paper and one conference presentation 

resulted from this research: 

 
Repertoires of Cultural Practices for Enacting Play and Learning in a 
Playgroup (Published IRECE Journal 2014)  
 

Variations in cultural practices between families and schools have emerged as central to 

many studies (Rogoff, 2003) and these dynamic variations have been named as 

repertoires of cultural practice (Gutierrez & Rogoff, 2003). Emerging from this 

literature has been recognition of the dynamic tension between the cultural practices of 

Western education and the cultural practices of communities who have a different 

cultural heritage. This tension and its resolution have been captured through the concept 

of third space (Gutierrez, Baquedano-Lopez, & Turner, 1997). Going beyond third 

space theorisation, this paper draws on the cultural-historical concepts of demands and 

motives (Hedegaard, 2012) in order to understand the development of new repertoires 

of practices evident in an Australian playgroup, where traditional early childhood 

practices are used by Indigenous families. Nineteen families were video recorded 

interacting together at a local playgroup (20h). The findings show how participation 

structures for learning supported by the families, and the demands they placed upon 

children’s day-to-day interaction, highlight new understandings of playgroup practices 

that go beyond the dominant Western early childhood education cultural repertoires of 

practice.  

Conference presentation 

Social competence in the preschool years from a cultural-historical 
perspective: pretend play as a window to children's social skills 
(unpublished paper delivered to EECERA Conference, Geneva 2011) 

 

Social competence, the capacity to successfully negotiate the structures of the 
social system, is multi-faceted, encompassing literacy, numeracy, self-
regulation, capacity to relate to others, communication skills and problem 
solving skills. Current trends focus on literacy, often in its narrowest sense, 
decontextualising the skills of multi literacies and reducing these to onerous 
tasks and simple practice exercises without meaning or relevant application. 

 

By returning to the fundamental premise of play as the most effective learning 
medium in early childhood and repositioning this in the paradigm of cultural-
historical theory, the notion of conceptual play provides a logical context for 
the growth of social competence with realistic applications. 
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One of the defining features of Vygotsky’s theoretical position focused on the 
significance of the social context. Vygotsky and Luria (1994) argue that 
‘Social forms of behaviour are more complicated and are in advance in their 
development in the child’ (p. 153). That is, children engage in activities within 
their social world and through this interaction work collectively with others, 
often above what they could do independently. Social competence as 
conceptualised from a cultural-historical perspective examines the relations 
between social context as cultural practice and an individual’s emotional 
development. However, most research within the early childhood period has 
focused on an individual construction of social competence or resilience. This 
paper draws upon a cultural-historical theory of social competence and, 
through this, elaborates how social and emotional development in the early 
years can be reconceptualised. 

 

The paper explores the nexus of children’s social-emotional development and 
imaginative play in promoting social competence skills and conceptual 
growth. Through play experiences, the development of skills occurs as a 
means of supporting the play from the child’s perspective as a natural 
extension of the child’s interests and strengths, rather than the imposed notion 
of arbitrary benchmarks in narrow, skill based development. 
 

Both studies were enriched by the concept of third space. Greenwood’s adaptation of 

Bhabha’s (1990) proposal of a third space attempts to redefine the notion of multi-

culturalism and to look more carefully at the interface between cultures that co-exist but 

remain intact rather than become homogenised. In analysing the activities of this 

playgroup, we are confronted by the very traditional, Westernised activities and play 

materials on offer, yet throughout the play there emerges the influences of traditional 

Aboriginal culture. This sense of a third space is reflected in the parents’ participation 

and their hope that their children will be successful in the dominant learning culture 

 

Greenwood (2001) first proposed the idea of third space where connections between 

cultures emerge through cultural encounters and cannot be defined in advance. This 

work sought to go beyond a simplistic, tourist-like view of culture. My study examined 

the interface between cultural co-existence where each culture can remain intact within 

a framework of coexistence without becoming homogenised. This links back to what I 

found in the observational study of preschooling in Israel, whereby the goals for a new 

nation were dominating how the children were taught to participate in the institution, 

but there was still recognition of difference.  
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This concept provides a useful beginning point in observing the interactions of an 

Aboriginal community playgroup in regional Victoria. The literature around the notion 

of a third space emphasises the concept of connectedness. Such a view provides a 

spotlight on the interconnectedness of language, culture and learning. In this sense, 

language is a tool for social interactions and this notion can be reconfigured in looking 

at interactions between parents and young children to include the language of children’s 

play. 

Language is a tool for social interaction and, thus, indexes or signals particular 
identities and membership in groups (Rogoff, 1990; Cole, 1996; Ochs, 1992; 
Gee, 1990). Language is also a tool we use to express and make sense of our 
experience; it is a tool that transforms our thinking (Vygotsky, 1978, 1986; 
Wertsch, 1985). Thus, language is fundamental to the constitution of self and 
is at the core of our social, emotional and cognitive experiences (Gutierrez et 
al., 1997). 

 
In drawing upon a cultural-historical reading of play, it was determined that the children 

in that playgroup were being offered traditional Westernised play tools. For example, 

table cloths, teapots, teacups, and the traditional practice of making a cup of tea. I 

wondered what were the connections between the preschool tools, institutional 

practices, and interactional patterns that were being promoted through the preschool. 

Did they reflect or were there strong patterns and connection to community, to history, 

to stories, culture and so on? Was there an awareness of both family and preschool 

cultures being lived side by side? What kinds of social competence were being 

developed? 

 
Figure 1.2 
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Observations at the playgroup revealed an overall trend of joyfulness and autonomy in 

the children’s play activities. The presence of many adults who shared in and actively 

supported the children’s play provided an atmosphere that was conducive to play and 

overall enjoyment. 

 

In Figure 2, we find a spontaneous musical activity that incorporated elements of 

traditional Indigenous dance, where Montana (who was engaged in a fishing rod game) 

demonstrated a cultural connection when he heard the rhythm sticks being beaten by a 

staff member. The relaxed environment of the playgroup and the interactions between 

the children across a range of age groups was a significant part of the safe environment 

that allowed the children to participate in both traditional indigenous activities and the 

typical Western preschool constructions of play that they experience in the education 

system. Thus, the notion of social competence as an umbrella term for conceptualising 

development was significant in this study, because it reflects a broader and more 

positive reading of a child’s development, rather than being conceptualised as a specific 

set of behavioural competencies. 

Talking to the parents, they talk about the importance of children learning how 
to play the games in the dominant culture. Their success through those 
institutions and schools was critical to being able to make a cup of tea, or play 
those home corner games, and so on. That was a central component of their 
learning, so that they needed to have opportunities available for what children 
are doing (Reflections on social competence over 10 years, Presentation to 
PhD community, 2013). 

Greenwood, Bhabha (2001) and others discuss a place where two scripts or two 

normative patterns of interaction intersect and create the potential for authentic 

interaction and learning to occur. There is a real reason for that kind of language with 

the sorts of things we see in cultural-historical theory of having meaningful 

interconnections between language, culture and learning (Vygotsky, 1987). Here, 

language acts as a tool for social interaction. The social and cultural heritage of the 

children underpins their capacity to play, allows them to transform their thinking and to 

redefine and make connections. This is about the constitution of self; it opens up the 

notions of self-image, self-identity and a sense of self (Crafter & de Abreu, 2010; Roth, 

Tobin, Elmesky, Carambo, McKnight & Beers, 2004; Vagen, 2011).  

 

I used the emotional scale checklist with the children in the playgroup as part of the 

context of Paper 3. What was really interesting to find was an overview of traits of 
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joyfulness and autonomy in the children’s play activities. Rather than a focus on the 

results of research that maps how Aboriginal children are faring in relation to health 

indicators, the study focused on the positive outcomes and strengths of the children, 

which led me to pay more attention to the concept of social competence. As raised in 

the introduction, the concept of social competence refers not just to social mores, but 

also the cultural tools and the negotiation of social structures, such as literacy and 

numeracy, self regulation, manners, humour and religion. The list is broad, because it is 

intended to encompass all life events. 

 

While there is variation in the types of terms used, there is general consensus regarding 

the major aspects of social and emotional development in early childhood and the key 

achievements in this domain. They are: 

• Emotional competence: defined as ‘the ability to effectively regulate one’s 

emotions to accomplish one’s goal’ (Squires, Bricker & Twombly, 2003, p. 

6). 

• Social competence: described as ‘the ability to integrate thinking, feeling and 

behaving to achieve interpersonal goals and social outcomes’ (MacKay & 

Keyes, 2002 cited in Kostelnik et al., 2006, p. 2). 

• Wellbeing: referred to as ‘children’s physical, social and emotional welfare 

and development’ (Department of Education and Children’s Services, 2005, 

p. 3) (Barblett & Maloney, 2010, p. 13). 

 
As educators, we are looking towards helping children to achieve a level of social 

competence. The working definition used in this thesis foregrounds the capacity to 

effectively negotiate the structure of systems and institutions within society. It is not 

just social mores, but the skills of the negotiation of the structures. This 

conceptualisation helped me to put it into perspective the other dimensions of the child: 

their education, gender, literacy, numeracy, self-efficacy, self-strength, manners, self-

regulation and so on. Those elements are all components of social competence. As early 

childhood teachers, we need to invert the way we teach and conceptualise literacy and 

numeracy as simply tools, for instance, how to fill in a form, to read street signs, to 

understand currency, to tell the time. All these things are very important parts of how 

one negotiates social structure; together they constitute social competence.  
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The findings of these studies (Papers 1–3 and conference presentation) led me to bring 

together and conceptualise emotion regulation within the context of social competence. 

In particular, I began to examine how different cultural practices could be deliberately 

used in early childhood settings for the social and emotional development of children to 

build social competence. In working with children from European heritage 

backgrounds, I examined the place of fairy tales for supporting emotion regulation, as 

an important dimension of social competence. I now turn to Paper 4, which is a 

theoretical paper that explored this area.  

Paper 4 

Emotions in imaginative situations: The valued place of fairy tales for 
supporting emotion regulation (published in MCA, 2013) 

Fairy tales represent a longstanding cultural practice used by early childhood 
teachers for supporting children’s social and emotional development. Yet, 
contemporary practices see governments demanding a more academic 
curriculum. In drawing upon cultural-historical research, we theorise how 
fairy tales help children to collectively develop emotion regulation, where the 
unity of emotions and cognition are foregrounded during the telling, re-telling, 
and role-playing of fairy tales, allowing for a dynamic interplay between 
interpsychological and intrapsychological functioning. It is suggested that 
fairy tales have a valuable place within early childhood programmes, because 
they introduce emotionally charged imaginative situations that we believe 
support children’s emotion regulation in group care situations.  

 
This third and final turn in my work was achieved because I studied the Collected 

Works of Vygotsky. This phase in my research supports the development of new 

understandings about the nature of social competence. Central to Vygotsky’s theory was 

the concept that new, systematic structures are formed during the process of 

ontogenesis—individual development—and that the process of ontogenesis has its 

source in the social world. These new structures are the outcome of the individual 

having assimilated the products of human culture. Vygotsky saw the essence of this 

development as follows: Mental or psychological functions that initially are elementary 

(natural) are mediated in the process of activity and social contact with others through a 

socially elaborated system of signs. 

 

One of the defining features of Vygotsky’s theoretical position focuses on the 

significance of the social context. Vygotsky (1994) argues that ‘social forms of 

behaviour are more complicated and are in advance in their development in the child’ 

(p. 153). That is, children engage in activities within their social world, and through this 
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interaction work collectively with others, often above what they could do independently. 

Social competence, as conceptualised from a cultural-historical perspective, examines 

the relations between social context as cultural practice and an individual’s emotional 

development. However, most research within the early childhood period has focused on 

an individual construction of social competence or resilience.  

 

This understanding of social competence originates from a personal or individual sense 

of a social situation. What is the essence of applying the traditional psychology to 

personality development? What is the individual? What constitutes the individual such 

that each individual is different from the other? But yet, this is still the connection 

between the individuals. From that point, I started to construct the idea of social 

competence, even perhaps the element of resilience. But I think the resilience literature 

goes to a different place, and it becomes another form of literacy and numeracy that is 

another tool to cope with different situations. It doesn't actually go to the essence of the 

individual and the individual’s connection with their cultural and social beings. The 

relationship between the social context as cultural practice, and an individual’s 

emotional development therefore is the essence of cultural-historical social competence. 

 

I do not believe that we can talk about the self as individual without also talking about 

the individual as the relationship between the material and social context. This is a 

double view. You can be yourself, and be a person, but you cannot be a person on your 

own. Are these elements of personality development, personal sense and sense of self? 

So it is starting again to make connections. This refers to some of Vygotsky’s early 

work, where he discusses the phenomenon of ‘child primitives’, describing children 

disconnected from the social system; specifically, he was referring to groups of children 

wandering Russia immediately after the Revolution who had endured ‘severe cultural 

deprivation and educational neglect’ (Gindis, 2003 p. 205). While the terminology is 

unfortunate in its translation, these children could best be described as ‘vulnerable 

children’ in modern parlance; however, the concept is critical to the development of 

thinking about cultural-historical social competence and refers us again to that 

disassociation of groups of children and young people: even though they have a 

subculture, they need a sense of self to connect. In the whole range of different kinds of 

places in our community, groups try to be different to be individual, but they need to 

have connection with like-minded individuals to develop that subculture and develop a 
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sense of self. Similarly, we can draw strong similarities with children who have 

experienced trauma.  

 

Children learn the models of the meaning of activities, and the models of relationships 

among people. The cultural devices most readily available for the investigation of the 

models of interactive behaviour and moral behaviour are stories, particularly fairy 

stories (notwithstanding the fact that children need support and guidance from adults to 

help them identify good and evil deeds and how to achieve self-regulation as part of 

choosing good deeds). For instance, according to the findings of El’koninova (2001), 

older preschoolers dressed as fairy-tale characters acted morally in play; that is, they 

helped younger children and were able to test the meaning of the activity, but when play 

ended and they discarded the roles of the fairy-tale character, the children disregarded 

the requests for help from the younger children. 

 

In play, children link their own emotions to those of the adults (Vygotsky, 1966). In this 

context, meaning making is heightened for children, and the purposes and meaning of 

adults’ activities become better understood. This conception of play takes us back to our 

discussion of the theatre and the stage (Mitchell, 2014). Everything children see in the 

grown up world comes from the stage of life. According to El’konin (1995), this is the 

content of children’s play. In the context of the adults using the tools of literacy and 

numeracy (Vadeboncoeur & Collie, 2013), these cultural practices have meaning to 

children because they observe or are participants in a world where these tools are valued. 

Children use the cultural devices that are made available to them, they have particular 

forms of interactive behaviour modelled to them, and moral values are replicated 

through stories and narratives, and these experiences can be seen in children’s play. 

In play a child accomplishes the transition to the developed world of higher 
forms of human activity, the developed world of the rules of human relations 
(El’konin in El’koninova, 2001, p. 68) 

In fairy tales, there is a strong message of moral behaviour. Fairy tales provide 

opportunities for children to have doubt about different kinds of interventions and 

human interactions, and give messages of moral accord. What are the responsibilities of 

educators for creating the stage through the fairy story? According to El’koninova 

(2001), fairy tales offer children a much richer capacity to engage in social interactions, 
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to play out the social and human connections, cultural contradictions and relations 

evident in their social world. 

 

Fairy tales provide children with a play framework for moving between real and 

imaginary situations. The children will be introduced to a fairy tale, and a unit of work 

will be established around an event (Kravtsova, 2008). For example, ‘the wolf has lost 

his fairy tale. Children, can you please help the wolf’s find his/her fairy tale?’ In my 

research, fairy tales have acted as vehicle for imagination, emotions and the 

development of social competence in ways that inspired complex play. My research also 

sought to identify new directions for staff in a long-day childcare centre to use fairy 

tales to create the conditions for an engaging experience, where emotionally charged 

situations were presented in a condensed form in the fairy tale. Here, the concept of 

perezhivanie provides a new way of analysing social competence in such situations. 

 

 The concept of perezhivanie  1.3.4

Vygotsky writes:  

The emotional experience perezhivanie arising from any situation or from any 
aspect of environment, determines what kind of influence this situation or this 
environment will have on the child. Therefore, it is not any of the factors in 
themselves (if taken without reference to the child) that determines how they 
will influence the future course of his development, but the same factors 
refracted through the prism of perezhivanie. (Vygotsky, 1994) 

Bozovich (2009) translates perezhivanie as this emotional experience. Smagorinsky 

(2011) describes it in terms of artistic experience, and this returns us to the theatre 

analogy, equating the sensation felt when engaging with a sculpture or dramatic 

performance, where art reflects life, as it were. 

 

Vygotsky tells us that experiences arise from many situations or aspects of environment, 

and determines the influence the situation will have on the child. So it is not the factors 

in themselves that determine how they will influence the child, but the factor itself. 

Vygotsky (1994) discusses these factors as being refracted through the prism. He is 

actually not talking about the prism as perezhivanie: 

Paedology does not investigate the environment as such without regard to the 
child, but instead looks at the role and influence of the environment on the 
course of development. It ought to be always capable of finding the particular 
prism through which the influence of the environment on the child is refracted, 
i.e. it ought to be able to find the relationship which exists between the child 
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and its environment, the child’s emotional experience [perezhivanie], in other 
words how a child becomes aware of, interprets, [and] emotionally relates to a 
certain event.’ (Vygotsky, 1994, p. 341) 

The work of Bozovich (2009) looks at personality development. All of her writing that 

has been translated has conceptualised perezhivanie as an emotional experience, 

returning to the concept of the theatrical stage, the kind of thing that you see from art, 

the feeling that is engendered. When we talk about hearing a particular piece of music, 

or seeing a piece of artwork that creates empathic feelings, this is perezhivanie as an 

emotional experience. Smagorinski (2011) talks about the statue in Vatican City of 

Mary holding a dead Jesus after he has been crucified, Michelangelo’s Pieta—a very 

powerful piece of sculpture. More powerful because it is made from marble but at the 

same time it has incredible softness.  

 

It can be argued that each of us has different experiences, which is what Vygotsky says 

about perezhivanie; we bring our cultural and historical experience to a particular 

situation and our reactions and responses in certain situations or to certain stimuli will 

be each different; however, these experiences are absolutely fundamental. Those 

responses and our actions in response to whatever else we will do are fundamental to 

that sense of personality.  

 

In contrast to classical developmental theories, ‘which explain development as a process 

determined by two groups of factors—biological and social—cultural-historical theory 

characterizes social environment not as a factor, but as a source of development’ 

(Vygotsky, 1998, p. 203). Vygotsky claims: 

The social environment is the source for the appearance of all specific human 
properties of the personality gradually acquired by the child or the source of 
social development of the child which is concluded in the process of actual 
interaction of ‘ideal’ and present forms, (Vygotsky, 1998, p 203) (Veresov, 
2013, p. 3) 

In exploring this source of development, we are guided by Bozovich (2009), who 

provides the following approach: 

True to the principle that analysis of complex phenomena should be conducted 
not in terms of elements but in terms of ‘units’ that preserve in simplest form 
properties intrinsic to the whole, Vygotsky began to seek a corresponding 
‘unit’ to use in studying the ‘social situation of development.’ He identified 
emotional experience (or the child’s ‘affective relationship to the 
environment) as such a unit. Experience from Vygotsky’s perspective is a 
‘unit’ that, in indissoluble unity, represents on the one hand the environment, 
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that is, what the child experiences, and, on the other, the subject, that is, what 
introduces the child to this experience and, in turn, is defined by the level of 
mental development the child has already achieved. From this it can be 
concluded that in order to understand exactly what effect the environment has 
on children, and, consequently, how it affects the course of their development, 
the nature of children’s experience must be understood, the nature of their 
affective relationship to the environment. (Bozovich, 2009) 

 
As with Vygotsky (1994), Bozovich has also conceptualised perezhivanie as a unit. The 

unit represents the relationship between what the child brings to the environment and 

how the child is interacting with the environment. Perezhivanie represents the smallest 

relational unit of child and environment. Perezhivanie is what the child experiences, and 

what/who introduces the child to that experience. This may be the provocation the 

teacher provides, the activity, another child or a material artefact with which the child 

engages. How this is experienced is always defined by what the child already knows 

and brings to the situation—that is, their social situation of development (Bozovich, 

2009). Knowing what children bring with them, their knowledge, experience and 

understanding may not be considered by all teachers when noting particular emotionally 

charged situations. In order to look at the effect of the environment on the child, we 

have to know the nature of the child’s experiences, and the nature of their relationships 

with the environment, and their emotional connection with the environment. This is also 

the concept of perezhivanie. What might be the empathic response to the artwork, for 

example? The difference between how my husband saw a block of stone and what I saw 

was a tangible expression of emotion, a very different experience, a different set of 

morals, values and understandings. We both experienced the same social situation 

differently based on our own social situation of development. This led me to ask another 

set of questions: who am I as an individual? How do I connect socially and emotionally 

to the same situations? How can we determine children’s social situation of 

development? What is their individual and collective perezhivanie?  

 
Vygotsky (1994) felt that the nature of experience in the final analysis is determined by 

how children understand the circumstances affecting them, that is, by how developed 

their ability to generalise is. If, he said, children will understand (perceive, 

conceptualise) one and the same event in different ways, it will have absolutely 

different meanings for them and consequently they will experience it differently. 
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Cultural-historical theory aligns the child with a notion of social competence rather than 

deconstructing the individual into elements of skills. The view of the child is as a 

complete member of the social group, and active participant in social and cultural 

activities. 

 

The contrast between this approach and the ‘primitives’ (who do not obviously belong 

to a social group) as a point of reference allows a useful exploration of the child’s sense 

of self and gives rise to considerations of how this might apply to learning situations. 

This also refers to the tension between the dominant institutional discourse and the 

individual discourse. The key ingredient here is perezhivanie, because it is through 

perezhivanie that the social becomes the individual. 

 

I am looking at social competence as a kind of action on the ‘theatre stage’ of the world. 

This is the space where perezhivanie can take place. Within that space, the actors and 

the self interact. Fairy tales in my research allowed for the creation of different selves, 

emotionally experiencing situations, consciously rising above the self to be someone 

else, as children do in play, and creating a new space and new experience, a new sense 

of belonging for children. Understanding the circumstances that develop the ability for 

children to consciously consider a raw emotional expression not just in art, but in 

everyday life in a preschool setting, represents a form of social competence in my work. 

This is the essence of my final paper. When children generalise their feeling state, and 

think about their emotions, then children can also begin to see how the same event can 

be experienced in different ways, and this can lead to the development of different 

meanings and actions. 

 

As discussed previously, cultural-historical theory aligns the child with the notion of 

social competence, rather than segmenting the child into particular skill sets or elements 

as part of social competence. In revisiting the idea of ‘the primitives’, or vulnerable 

children, that was the focus of my first paper, how we shape and reform the institutions 

of education to accommodate children from a broader range of cultural and social 

contexts becomes a key consideration. It is the tension between the dominant institution 

and individual discourses or social situations of development that we need to pull 

together. Therefore, in my research I propose that perezhivanie acts as the enzyme for 

supporting the social or collective cultural practices to become part of the individual, 
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where the individual must be conceptualised as being constituted socially. It is in 

collectively supported contexts that the individual can and does develop social 

competence. 
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A validation of a measure of social-emotional development and identification of 
impacts of child abuse and neglect 
 
Marie D Hammer – Monash University 
 
Abstract 
 
This study measures the social and emotional development of three groups of pre-
school aged children using the Social Competence Behaviour Evaluation (Preschool 
Edition) Instrument (SCBE) (LaFreniere & Dumas, 1995). The groups were drawn 
from preschools catering for children from a middle class area, a working class area 
and a special facility for child victims of abuse and neglect in a major metropolitan city 
in Australia. The SCBE is a screening instrument designed for use by teachers in pre-
school settings to identify emotional and behavioural signals of children in educational 
rather than clinical settings. The SCBE yields eight subscale scores and a General 
Adaptation score. In the present study all scores showed significant differences between 
children at the two regular preschool groups and those at the special centre. The results 
and the scale’s utility for preschool teachers are discussed in the light of the sample 
sizes and differing preschool environments and qualitative comments by the researcher-
observer. 
 
Introduction 

 
 Abuse and neglect of children can take many forms and from any perspective it 

can be seen that the implications go beyond physical injuries. There needs to be 
consideration of the degree to which abuse and neglect impairs children’s 
developmental progression both in the short and long term. Injuries and deprivations as 
a result of abuse are the visible aspects of what has been described as ‘a more endemic 
process affecting child development’ (Wolfe, 1987, p. 496). 
 
For the majority of teachers in early childhood the understanding of children’s social 
and emotional development is within the area of tacit knowledge even though it is this 
knowledge which is used to make the assessments of children they are frequently called 
upon to make. These assessments are used to note individual progress, to assess 
readiness for school or to detect abuse and neglect of children. It is knowledge which is 
difficult for many teachers to articulate or define in precise terms even though there are 
now more and more calls upon them for such assessments. Decisions which are 
particularly difficult to make, are those relating to the identification of child abuse 
and/or neglect.  
 
As such preschool teachers need in situations of this sort are reliable and valid means of 
identifying indicators of child abuse or neglect before behaviours become entrenched to 
the point where intervention and/or remediation becomes extremely difficult, if not 
impossible. This paper reports on an assessment whether the Social Competence 
Behaviour Evaluation Instrument (Preschool Edition) (LaFreniere & Dumas, 1995) can 
be used by teachers to make assessment of child abuse and neglect. It is a further 
purpose of the study to determine if the SCBE can be generalised to provide early 
childhood professionals with a useful tool that assists them in the organisation and 
analysis of their observations of children’s play. By providing an overview of social-
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emotional indicators, such a framework can become a defensible basis of 
recommendations for long term planning of a child’s future education. 
 
Context of the Study 
 
The definition of the construct of social competence encompassing affect/emotion, 
popularity and social behaviour measures, as well as consideration of the notions of 
attachment history is basic to any assessment of children’s behaviour. LaFreniere and 
Stroufe (1985) drew together several of these elements in their early analysis of peer 
competence in pre-school. Their work revealed two distinct dimensions of child-peer 
behaviour. The first of these were characterised by emotional traits of warmth, openness 
and flexible/positive interpersonal styles which lead to popularity among peers and 
recognition of social and emotional maturity by teachers. The second dimension is 
characterised by an effective, assertive interpersonal style that may be positive or 
negative in affect, that leads to high status among peers and less positive teacher ratings 
of social-emotional maturity. Underpinning these conclusions was a clear link between 
mother-infant attachment and peer competence for girls. For boys there were no such 
clear links. 
 
Early attempts to measure social competence gained impetus from attempts to evaluate 
the Head Start program in the United States, the original goal of which was to ‘enhance 
children’s social competence so that they would be able to perform effectively in school 
and beyond’ (Raver & Zigler, 1991, p. 17). Early efforts proposed a four factor model 
that included health/physical status, cognitive development, social-emotional factors 
and, assessments of motivation, curiosity, initiative, persistence and task orientation. 
Whilst optimistic in its intentions the implementation of such a model is very difficult 
even as it provides a useful framework in which to make assessments of children’s 
development. It is also the case that the analysis of maladaptive behaviours is seen to 
provide a better understanding and guidance for intervention strategies and program 
design. That is, an understanding of the negative can provide direction and focus for the 
positive. 
 
Attachment theory suggests three domains that may be affected by abuse in early 
childhood: effectance motivation; relationships with novel adults; and, cognitive 
maturity. Insecure attachment relationships have been found to predict impairments in a 
number of stage-specific child competencies. Aber and Allen (1987) believed two 
constructs affected by abuse are secure readiness to learn and outer directedness. The 
former is comprised of high effectance motivation, high cognitive maturity and low 
dependency, a cognitive organisational construct of development, and the latter, is 
comprised of verbal attention seeking, approval seeking smiles, wariness and imitation. 
Outer directedness can be interpreted as an orientation to problem solving from external 
cues rather that the child’s own cognitive resources. Crittenden (1989) found abused 
children are less competent in problem solving and use a variety of distancing 
mechanisms as part of their language. Similarly Kinard (1980) identified aggressive 
behaviour and detachment as significant indicators of abuse. 
 
Two studies considered maltreated children’s reactions to educational settings. Erikson, 
Egeland and Pianta (1989) found neglected children displayed the most severe and 
variable problems in the educational setting being anxious, inattentive, unable to 
understand concepts and demonstrated both aggressive and withdrawn behaviours. They 



34 

 

rarely expressed positive affect or humour, were unco-operative with teachers and 
insensitive and unempathic with peers. Children who had been victims of sexual abuse 
tended to have marked levels of anxiety, were inattentive and unable to comprehend 
group expectations. Excessive dependency was displayed to teachers with a strong need 
for approval, high incidence of seeking assistance and physical closeness. Eckenrode, 
Laird and Doris (1993) considered the academic outcomes for 420 maltreated children. 
They found significantly lower scores on the Iowa standardised tests of reading and 
mathematics. Neglected and abused children demonstrated difficulties in social 
adjustment and were more likely to engage in fights with peers and show indiscriminate 
compliance or wariness of adults. 
 
Study Design 
 
Participants. 
The sample comprised 48 children (27 boys and 21 girls) aged between 30 months and 
62 months. The children were attending three pre-schools catering for children from a 
middle class area (N = 19), a working class area (N = 20) and a special facility for child 
victims of abuse and neglect (N = 9) in a major metropolitan city in Australia. The 
special program was of a therapeutic nature specifically designed as multi-faceted to 
address the needs of parents and children where there was confirmation of abuse and 
neglectful parenting. 
 
Instrument 
 
The Social Competence Behaviour Evaluation (Preschool Edition) (SCBE) (LaFreniere 
& Dumas, 1995) assesses characteristic patterns of affective expression, social 
competence and adjustment difficulties in situations with peers and adults. The profile 
was developed especially for pre-school teachers to identify emotional and behavioural 
signals in order to describe behavioural tendencies for socialisation and education rather 
than diagnosis for clinical intervention. Eight dimensions were identified as central to 
the quality of a child’s adaptation: depressive-joyful; anxious-secure; angry-tolerated; 
isolated-integrated; aggressive-calm; egotistical-prosocial; oppositional-cooperative; 
dependent-autonomous; and, four summary scales including a general adaptation score. 
Each basic scale consists of five items describing successful adjustment and five items 
describing adjustment difficulties. Basic scales 1-3 describe each child’s manner of 
emotional expression, basic scales 4-6 describe interactions with peers and basic scales 
7-8 assess teacher-child relations. The 80 items are rated on a six-point scale 
 
The original French version of the scale was standardised on 979 children in Quebec 
and subsequently in English on 1,263 children in the United States. The internal 
consistency of each scale was assessed by Cronbach’s alpha and all were highly 
consistent with scores ranging from .79 to .87. Data on test-retest reliability was based 
on a subsample of 29 subjects selected at random and reevaluated 2 weeks after the 
initial evaluation. Pearson correlations for the eight scales ranged from .74 to 
.91(LaFreniere; Dumas; Capuano & Dubeau 1992) 
 
Procedure. 
 
Following consent of the auspicing management body of the pre-school services, 
individual letters seeking informed consent were distributed to all children enrolled in 
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the three pre-school groups. Signed consent forms were returned to the preschool 
centre. Of a total population of 60 children, 48 (80%) parents gave permission for their 
child to be included in the study. 
 
The approach of non-participant observer was adopted by the researcher to ensure 
consistency of interpretation of the indicators and uniform evaluation of targeted 
behaviours. The presence of a new adult in the centre was not unfamiliar to the children 
as all centres continually experienced a range of visitors over the school terms. There 
was no interaction between the researcher and the children throughout the data 
collection process. 
 
Results 
 
Scores for each of the eight basic scales and the general adaptation score were analysed 
in a two factor analysis of variance across two variables, gender and abused. Where 
significant differences were indicated t tests for independent samples compared the 
abused group with the non-abused. Table 1 shows the mean scores for the eight scales 
across the three groups; the group designations are as follows – NBK middle class; 
TAK working class; AKH special facility for child victims of abuse and neglect. 
 

Table 1: Mean scores for the eight scales 

Basis Scale Mean -
NBK 

Mean - 
TAK 

Mean – 
AKH 

Depressive/ 
Joyful 

40.68 38.55 31.55 

Anxious/ 
Secure 

39.31 39.8 28.55 

Angry/ 
Tolerant 

37.15 33.1 30.55 

Isolated/ 
Integrated 

28.1 31.55 18.77 

Aggressive/ 
Calm 

35 31 28.88 

Egotistical/ 
Prosocial 

29.84 25.4 21.77 

Oppositional/ 
Cooperative 

43.26 41.5 38.55 

Dependent/ 
Autonomous 

39.89 36.45 29.44 

General Adaptation 293.78 277.35 231.22 
Note: * A high score indicates a position closer to the lower pole; a low score indicates 
a position closer to the upper pole. 
 
The first three scales concerning the manner of each individual child’s emotional 
expression all indicated that gender contributed little to the variance in each equation 
but abuse did so to a statistically significant degree. In all three cases the abused group 
(AKH) scored significantly lower than the non-abused groups 
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The second group of scores concerning interactions with peers shows similar trends 
except that the abused group of children scored significantly closer to the negative, and 
less desirable, pole than the other two groups. Notwithstanding the clear results based 
on means, the individual scores for Angry-Tolerant were scattered across the three 
groups, which suggests that giving expression to anger in group situations may not be 
confined only to those who have suffered abuse. 
 
The lowest individual score on Aggressive-Calm was obtained by a boy in the abused 
group but the boys in that group had a wide scatter of scores hence no critical value 
could be defined. This was not so for the girls where a critical value of 31 was 
established as the point where concern was clearly called for as to how peer interactions 
were being accomplished. 
 
In the third group of scales, those relating to teacher-child interactions, clear critical 
values indicating cause for concern could be established for Egotistical-Prosocial and 
Oppositional-Cooperative items where a score of 31 indicated a critical cutoff point. 
 
The general adaptation score is a sum of the eight scales and the three group means 
were 293.78, 277.35 and 231.22 respectively where it is speculative to suggest that 
scores below 231, or the general mean of the abused group, warrant further 
consideration. This seems especially the case for girls. 
 
Discussion 

Scores on all the basic scales and the general adaptation rating of the SCBE (Preschool 
Edition) demonstrated significant differences between the NBK/ TAK, non abused 
groups and the AKH, abused group of the sample. As the development of the scoring 
structure within the test instrument made provisions for socio - economic differences, 
this was unlikely to have been a significant, confounding variable. However, other 
variables, such as cultural differences and teacher practices and expectations may have 
played a confounding role. 

 The AKH abused sample groups scored at markedly lower levels than the non-abused 
sample groups in four of the eight basic scales: Anxious - Secure, Angry - Tolerant, 
Dependant - Autonomous and Isolated - Integrated. In particular the AKH boys group 
scored well below the 30th percentile on the Isolated - Integrated scale.  

 The overall General Adaptation scores of the non-abused groups realised a few 
individual scores that registered within or below the range of scores attained by the 
AKH, abused sample groups; two girls in the TAK sample and one boy in the NBK 
sample. It is possible that these individual scores of ‘non-abused’ children are the result 
of the effects of the trauma of abuse and neglect. This is consistent with records of 
substantiated reports of serious child abuse and neglect in 1996, which estimate that 
these represented 7.5% of the population, although this figure is regarded as 
conservative and many cases are believed not to be reported (D.H.C.S. Annual Report, 
1996). 

Thus definitive statistical data are difficult to obtain about levels of child abuse and 
neglect. Within Australia, each of the States and Territories maintain differently 
structured registers of recorded cases that make comparisons complex and somewhat 
unreliable as there is no uniformity in definitions of what constitutes abuse and neglect. 
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Additionally, statistics recorded relate to reported cases and the number of reports 
substantiated by the investigations of child protection services and the courts. These 
records do not address the instances of abuse and neglect that are not reported. 

In 1979, Finkelhor published a benchmark study of the levels of child sexual abuse 
defined as sexual experiences between children and older persons. The study was 
retrospective in method and relied on reports by adults of their recollections of such 
experiences during their childhood. However, the openness of definition of ‘what is a 
sexual experience’ and the reliance on subjects’ memories of the experience suggest 
that the levels of abuse in the population are very high. Notwithstanding the limitations 
of the study, Finkelhor’s work has been used as a guide for public policy development 
and has influenced the development of legislation in Australia to improve levels of 
reporting of abuse to more realistically approximate the levels of abuse determined by 
Finkelhor’s study that is, that 20% of females and 10% of males have experienced some 
form of abuse (Finkelhor, 1979). 

For the purposes of this study the more conservative figure of 7.5% of the child 
population experience abuse and neglect, was adopted. This level is based on the 
number of substantiated reports per capita of the pre - school population dealt with by 
the Child Protection authorities in Victoria in 1996 (Victorian Department of Health & 
Community Services, 1996). 

Measuring of emotional states is only useful if the resultant scores provide a tool that is 
helpful to those taking the scores, in the case of this research, early childhood teachers 
and professionals. This study looks at the impacts of child abuse and neglect, and the 
usefulness of this data stems from its potential capacity to determine a critical value that 
can indicate the presence of abusive and negligent trauma that has elicited particular 
affective responses in young children. 

For each basic scale, abused children tended to score more negatively than the non-
abused children that exhibit a range of emotions that are described as depression, 
anxiety, anger, isolation, aggression, egotism, opposition to adults and dependence upon 
adults. The results broaden the range of emotions that are key indicators of abuse. These 
are identified in the literature as aggression and isolation, albeit that these more generic 
descriptions could encompass some of the more specific elements detailed in the SCBE 
(Preschool Edition). For instance the emotional states of anxiety and anger could 
broadly be described by early childhood teachers as aggression; similarly the emotional 
states of depression and egotism could be broadly represented as components of 
isolation. The Dependent/Autonomous scale stands as an additional dimension, not 
addressed by the literature. 

Generally, researchers agree that manifestations of maladaption of social and emotional 
development stemming from abuse and neglect are exhibited in behaviours that are 
either aggressive or withdrawn, fewer relations with peers, engaging in more fights with 
peers, and compliance and indiscriminate wariness of adults (Kinard, 1980; Crittenden, 
1989; Erikson, Egeland & Pianta, 1989; Eckenrode, Laird & Doris, 1993). 

Scores on the basic scales for Anxious - Secure; Angry - Tolerant and Aggressive - 
Calm for boys realise a substantive difference between the non abused and abused 
groups, as significant variance was achieved in both the analyses of variance and the t 
test. This study’s findings must be considered within the limitations of the small sample 



38 

 

size and is consistent with the body of established theory, demonstrating the clear 
distinctions that had been hypothesised at the outset of this research project. 

The Dependent - Autonomous scale demonstrated the clearest delineation between the 
abused and the non abused samples. This is consistent with the work of Aber and Allen 
(1987), who cite a ‘secure readiness to learn’ construct as a disposition that is 
particularly affected by abuse. This is evidenced by behaviours indicative of low 
cognitive maturity and high dependency on adults, factors measured by this scale. 

Results of the Angry - Tolerant basic scale warrant further discussion in light of 
anecdotal observations made by the researcher when assessing the TAK sample group. 
During observations of the TAK group, the researcher noted a general impression of 
anger and intolerance among the group members which was indicated by frequent 
episodes of angry shouting, contradiction of peers and indignation. However, this is not 
supported in the statistical analysis of scores and the individual raw scores of children in 
the sample. It could be hypothesised that these group interactions may have been 
acquired within the setting linked to such influences as teacher expectations. The 
diversity of ethnicity and child rearing practices represented in this group may also be 
an influencing variable. The scope of this study does not permit consideration of these 
issues, which would warrant further investigation. 

In all sample groups, the scores on the Oppositional - Co-operative scale did not elicit a 
clear delineation of critical values for the girls’ scores. This result could reflect a 
generalised acceptance of the education establishment rules and conformity to these. 
The higher level of scores obtained by the AKH groups could be attributed to the 
children’s familiarity with the educational setting and the expectations of teachers, or 
they could reflect a tendency of abused children to be over compliant with adult 
expectations as a means of self protection by not enraging adults who may punish them. 
In this context, the social interactions of co-operation with adults are not necessarily a 
positive attribute in abused children but rather a result of anxiety and insecurity, also 
consistent with the concepts of attachment theory as elaborated by Aber and Allen 
(1989). However, critical values were able to be identified that clearly distinguished 
abused boys from the non abused boys’ samples and included less than 7.5% of the non 
abused girls sample groups, thus rendering this scale a possible indicator of abuse and 
neglect. 

Delineation of critical values in the Dependent - Autonomous scale were below the 
7.5% cut off criterion for the raw score level of 31. This score also represents the lower 
range of the average scores expected in the norming data of the SCBE(Preschool 
Edition), and is just above the tenth percentile rank of the Evaluation tool of the 
measuring instrument. That is, the results score slightly higher than the expected scoring 
level of 7.5% of the population used to standardise the scores established in the 
development of the SCBE (Preschool Edition). The Dependent - Autonomous scale 
yielded the most marked delineation between the abused and non abused sample groups.  

A summary of the critical values determined in the study across all the basic scales is 
outlined in Table 2 below. These are based on the frequency distributions which provide 
a clear representation of the delineation between scores for the non abused and abused 
sample groups incorporating the abused sample and no more than 7.5% of the non-
abused sample groups. 
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Table 2: Scores Indicating Critical Values for Abuse and Neglect 

BASIC SCALE GIRLS BOYS 
Depressive/ 
Joyful 

n/a n/a 

Anxious/ 
Secure 

n/a n/a 

Angry/ 
Tolerant 

n/a 31 

Isolated/ 
Integrated 

31 n/a 

Aggressive/ 
Calm 

31 n/a 

Egotistical/ 
Prosocial 

31 31 

Oppositional/ 
Cooperative 

41  35 

Dependent/ 
Autonomous 

31 31 

General Adaptation 231  231 

Despite the high levels of significant differences between the sample groups, the size of 
the sample would suggest that conservatism in the interpretation of the scores is 
warranted. It could be suggested that the two score levels represent a range of results 
that could alert Early Childhood professionals to undertake further investigation on 
behalf of those children with scores at this level. Indeed, LaFreniere and Dumas (1996) 
emphasise that at no time should the SCBE be used as the sole basis for any clinical 
decisions regarding intervention with the child. They recommend that interpretations 
based on the Profile checklist should be viewed as hypotheses that require further 
corroboration from other data sources as well as the exercise of sound professional 
judgement. 

It is important to note that due to the small sample size, while scores at or below those 
in Table 2 are likely to indicate abuse, an absolute indication of abuse that could be 
applied to the whole population would require further investigation. This is particularly 
an issue for the TAK sample group where many children have recently arrived in 
Australia from countries engaged in warfare. The impacts of trauma therefore may not 
be limited to the conventional definitions of abuse and neglect which rely on the ‘non - 
accidental’ nature of the trauma but may need to be extended to other experiences. 
Notwithstanding this, the TAK group remained within the parameters of no more that 
7.5% of population who have experienced child abuse and neglect 

The underlying premise of this study that social and emotional development in pre - 
school children underpins children’s optimal development and is impaired by abuse and 
neglect is substantiated by the results of the study. The SCBE (Preschool Edition) has 
provided an effective mechanism to record and articulate children’s behaviours as 
indicators of their social maturity and emotional states. 

Final scores in each of the basic scales realise particular descriptors of the consequences 
of abuse and neglect and demonstrate a framework of the developmental needs of 
children who have been victims of abuse and neglect. These outcomes represent a 
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potentially useful tool for early childhood educators to more confidently identify abuse 
and to develop appropriate curricula to ameliorate the impact of child abuse and neglect. 

Conclusions 

The data gathered in this study provide a measurable and tangible definition of the 
effects of child abuse and neglect on children’s social competence in the early 
childhood years. The utilisation of the SCBE (Preschool Edition) has been shown to be 
effective in the identification of the impacts of child abuse and neglect on the social and 
emotional development of children in early childhood.  

The study described and analysed in detail the results on the eight basic scales and the 
global General Adaptation scale of the test instrument. Analyses of variance of the 
results of the eight basic scales realised significant differences at the α = 0.001 degree 
of probability for group differences. 

 Examination of the group mean scores identified the impacts of abuse and neglect 
across all areas of young children’s social and emotional development measured by the 
SCBE (Preschool Edition). t tests realised significant results at the 0.01 level. 

It is acknowledged that the small sample size limits the generalisability of the findings, 
however the consistency of the findings of this study with the general population trends 
and norms identified as part of the standardisation and validity of the SCBE (Preschool 
Edition) provide some additional credibility to the results. Selection of the sample relied 
only on the children’s enrolment in early childhood education programs, one of which 
was a designated specialist service for children who had been identified as victims of 
abuse and neglect. Children in the remaining sample groups who may have been victims 
of abuse and neglect were not specifically identified. Probabilities of the occurrence of 
abuse and neglect across the population suggest that some children in the NBK and 
TAK sample groups were abused and neglected. Individual low scores in each sample 
group suggest this may have been the case. The presence of other variables beyond 
abuse and neglect were not investigated, however during the actual observations the 
researcher noted anecdotally the presence of other factors that could influence social 
competence such as cultural differences within Westernised education settings and a 
number of children newly arrived to Australia from various war zones around the world 
who could be presumed to have experienced trauma of a different kind to child abuse 
and neglect. These observations warrant further study and additional research. 

The results of this study are sufficiently convincing to support the further investigation 
of this assessment process as there is the potential to utilise the outcomes of the 
evaluation as a mechanism of objective assessment as evidence in child protection 
matters generally and possibly before the Children’s Court.  

This study has identified critical values of score levels at or below which there are 
grounds for concern and would warrant further investigation on the part of early 
childhood teachers with a view to appropriate intervention. 
 
The research results indicate that the SCBE (Preschool Edition) is a useful measure that 
may be implemented by early childhood teachers to observe children’s behaviour and to 
effectively guide interpretation of the behaviour as symptomatic of the trauma children 
who are victims of child abuse and neglect have experienced warranting further, careful 
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investigation. The elements of the SCBE (Preschool Edition) also set parameters for the 
nature of curriculum planning and therapeutic interventions that are focussed on the 
dimensions of social and emotional development where negative impacts have been 
observed. 
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A Tale of Two Cultures: Comparing Two Countries’ Responses to Children’s 
Trauma  
L’Histoire de Deux Cultures: Comparant les Response de Deux Pays Concernant 
Le Trauma des Enfants. 
La Historia de Dos Culturas: Comparando las Respuestas de Trauma de Ninos 
entre dos Paises 
 
Marie D Hammer, 
Monash University 
 
 
This paper is a report of the initial findings from a study tour conducted in Israel in 
February, 2004 as a result of a Yachad Scholarship funded by the National Australia 
Bank. The focus of the tour was to explore early childhood services designed to support 
children who have experienced trauma and the issues related to this work. In particular, 
the role of the early childhood educator was investigated and analyzed. 
 

Abuse and neglect of children can take many forms and from any perspective it 
can be seen that the implications go beyond physical injuries. There needs to be 
consideration of the degree to which abuse and neglect impairs children’s 
developmental progression both in the short and long term. Injuries and deprivations as 
a result of abuse are the visible aspects of what has been described as ‘a more endemic 
process affecting child development’ (Wolfe, 1987, p. 496). Trauma provides another 
perspective to this early work on child abuse and neglect and the sources of trauma in 
this current context extend beyond the family to the community where war and 
terrorism is evident. The study of trauma in Israel is a microcosm of the range of 
sources and effects of traumatic events children are witnessing throughout the world. 
Between 320,000 and 350,000 children in Israel are defined as at high risk. 

 
 The Australian community is not excluded from these events, along with on-going and 
increasing levels of abuse and neglect children are joining the Australian community 
from war zone countries and thus have the added trauma of relocation to a new country 
in a strange social context and some are further traumatized by incarceration upon their 
arrival in this new country. Similarly, Israel has many new arrivals to the country and 
issues of establishing family units in a new social context during the current intifada 
brings extraordinary stresses to young children and their families, if indeed their 
families are with them, as many refugee children from Russia and Ethiopia are 
unaccompanied, or have lost family members in the trek to find safe haven. 
 
A case in point is the Gruss Community Centre in Afula. The centre caters for all ages 
and socioeconomic groups and is located in an impoverished neighbourhood. There are 
41,000 in the municipality. 40% are new immigrants, this has doubled in the last 10 
years, mainly from Russia, 10% from Ethiopia and South American immigrants are the 
newest group to arrive in Afula. 
 
Sixty per cent of the population are in need, there is high unemployment, above the 
national average, they have no skills and there are no vacancies. 
 
The town is close to Jenin and the border, with many nearby Arab villages. 
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The ripple effects of the ‘three circles’ of the impact of terror are evident in this 
community. (see figure 1) 
 
Programs have been established in the elementary and middle schools, a separate room 
has been set aside with a teacher to provide holistic treatment for trauma from terrorism 
and family violence. The programs focus on conflict resolution; relaxation and self 
expression for the children. 
A psychologist supports staff, teachers and children as often the trauma is ‘too much to 
include into your soul’ there is a need to ventilate and legitimize feelings, many people 
need to be reassures that it is ok to cry in Israel. The structure and budget for these 
programs is overseen by the community centre and special equipment has been 
purchased for each room depending in the ages of the children using the facility, eg. 
Visual stimulation such as spirals etc for relaxation; soft furnishings and music; sports 
materials for older children. 
 
The centre provides 5 months Hebrew studies for all new immigrants, part of the 
National program for new arrivals. This is taught in the context of lifestyle, traditions 
etc. 
 
Courses for unemployed people both professional and vocational are also offered areas 
such as computer design, sewing and jewellery making are offered along with 
technology preparation and job seeking skills and civic studies. 
 
Enrichment courses are available for all community members children – adults. 
Tutoring is provided for 1st – 6th grade children with needs but not with disability, the 
needs stem from low self esteem; parents too tired and children needing some caring 
help. This is provided by teachers and volunteers from the national service and youth 
community service programs in the schools. One room is set up for learning and one for 
relaxation. 
 
Within this program smaller projects have been undertaken such as food for the elderly 
on festivals, preparation of parties/celebrations in aged persons homes, investigation of 
the Holocaust where participants collected materials, explored their family roots and 
recorded personal stories from survivors, follow up discussion with a holocaust survivor 
who was the same age when incarcerated revealed a number of the same feelings of 
loneliness and fear that are present today. At the conclusion of this project a memorial 
service was conducted at the community centre. 
 
The program is overseen by a steering committee which reflects the same demographics 
as the participants. The fundamentals of the service is to be inclusive of the whole 
community with young children as an integral part of the community and all moving 
towards a common goal of social competence where individuals develop a positive self 
image and the skills to negotiate the structures of the society in which they are now 
living. 
 
Respect is also given to the cultural background that the children and families have 
brought with them which has lead to the establishment of programs such as the Joint 
Project for the Ethiopian Community, Children and Parents 
This is an enrichment program for parents and their children to prepare the children for 
school.  
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However, there are conflicts around expectations of what is ‘good enough parenting’ 
and the identification of specific issues in child rearing practice that are considered by 
Israeli social standards as potentially abusive or neglectful. Staff need to ‘nudge’ fathers 
to be involved as well as mothers. The parents have no experience of the educational 
system and need support so that they can be included in their child’s class. Parents are 
taken through the same learning experiences as the children in a respectful way. 
 
There are major issues of trust with this sector of the community; there are family 
structural differences and different child rearing practices that must be acknowledged 
for instance the use of corporal punishment. Parents sit passively if told what not to do 
need to be shown alternatives to do. Issues are addressed as they arise, e.g. Dental 
hygiene. 
 
Similar tensions are experienced in Australian children’s services, where some child 
rearing practices are attributed as cultural norms but are deemed by the Australian 
community as abusive. This raises interesting questions that are addressed in a study by 
Shor (1999), where comparisons were made between traditional child rearing practices 
in communities where immigrant families had originated with the practices of those 
families who had remained. He found that many of the abusive practices were deemed 
abusive within the original communities and had evolved among the immigrant families 
as a result of significant stressors on the family endeavoring to resettle. He also noted 
that such abusive practices are more likely to be tolerated by workers in the new 
community than would normally be the case. 
 
The Gruss Community Centre group is conducted in the local elementary schools to be 
close to the residential areas (although I met one mother who travelled quite a long 
distance to attend because she believed it was good for her three children) 
 
The program is staffed by a coordinator, an Ethiopian broker who liaises with the 
families and a preschool teacher from the education department. The activities utilize 
low cost materials. There is also a storyteller on occasions to follow up specific issues 
such as the non explanation from doctors etc 
The groups focus on how parents can instruct their children, so while parents are 
inclined to cluster into little groups this is not encouraged as the parents are required to 
interact with their children. 
 
The program uses three rooms, one for dramatic play and sensory materials such as 
water and sand, one for a specific and directed craft activity, (when I visited they were 
preparing gifts for the forthcoming parents day) and a room for parent discussion 
forums. Older children also participate as helpers with the children and this is clearly 
beneficial to them, watching a 14 year old boy help an 18 month old toddler with a 
smock for water play and demonstrating the features of a spray bottle, both how to 
operate it and the sensation of having water sprayed on the arm was clearly a delightful 
experience for both participants. Whilst this is not actively encouraged as parents opt 
out and send an older sibling rather than attend themselves thus is self defeating as these 
older children are often parentified. However, there are clear benefits in balancing the 
involvement of older children in the nurturing of the younger children. 
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Levels of Trauma: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1 

 
This diagram provides a visual representation of the ripple effects of terror. The degree 
of trauma experienced by the individual can vary, the diagram serves to remind us of 
how far reaching the impacts of an act of terror may be and alerts professionals not to 
restrict their view of concern to the victim and their immediate family, indeed Israeli 
welfare professionals report that those in the most remote circle may experience more 
intense and debilitating trauma than those in the inner circles, although this is highly 
unusual for very young children. 
 
The exploration of the dimensions of fear is also significant in understanding and 
ultimately developing appropriate programs for children experiencing these emotions. 
Rational fear of the sort that can be readily recognized and empathized by outsiders is 
the result of direct relevance to actual damage, whereas irrational anxiety is not 
connected to the actual level of threat. The perceptions of early childhood professionals 
determine the responses to children’s fears and can potentially have a damaging effect 
on children’s ultimate capacity to develop coping mechanisms and achieve social 
competence. 
 
For the majority of Australian teachers in early childhood the understanding of 
children’s social and emotional development is within the area of tacit knowledge even 
though it is this knowledge which is used to make the assessments of children they are 
frequently called upon to make. These assessments are used to note individual progress, 
to assess readiness for school or to detect abuse and neglect of children. It is knowledge 
which is difficult for many teachers to articulate or define in precise terms even though 
there are now more and more calls upon them for such assessments. Decisions which 
are particularly difficult to make, are those relating to the identification of child abuse 
and/or neglect. (Hammer, 2003) 
 
Early attempts to measure social competence gained impetus from attempts to evaluate 
the Head Start program in the United States, the original goal of which was to ‘enhance 
children’s social competence so that they would be able to perform effectively in school 
and beyond’ (Raver & Zigler, 1991, p. 17). Early efforts proposed a four factor model 
that included health/physical status, cognitive development, social-emotional factors 
and, assessments of motivation, curiosity, initiative, persistence and task orientation. 
Whilst optimistic in its intentions the implementation of such a model is very difficult 
even as it provides a useful framework in which to make assessments of children’s 
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development. It is also the case that the analysis of maladaptive behaviours is seen to 
provide a better understanding and guidance for intervention strategies and program 
design. That is, an understanding of the negative can provide direction and focus for the 
positive. 
 
The importance of the role of early childhood educators cannot be underestimated and is 
multi faceted. The Israeli programs demonstrate also a multi dimensional nature to the 
tasks undertaken and programs devised for young children and their families. Such roles 
encompass functions on a range of different levels of interactions including advocacy at 
the macro or wider community level and the provision of therapeutic play experiences 
at the micro individual programming level with specific children. Perhaps the most 
significant role for the early childhood educator is the contextualization of children’s 
play which acknowledges the child’s previous experiences and accommodates the 
child’s need to play through these experiences to develop understanding and coping 
mechanisms. This notion of contextualization requires early childhood educators to 
rethink some of the mantras they apply to their programmes such as ‘War Toy Free 
Zones’. When children have lived through the terror of war zones they need to have 
opportunity to play through their anxieties. The challenge for early childhood educators 
then is to provide for this without unduly impacting on the other children in the group 
attending the service. 
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Abstract 
Variations in cultural practices between families and schools have emerged as central to many 
studies (Rogoff, 2003) and these dynamic variations have been named as repertoires of cultural 
practice (Gutierrez & Rogoff, 2003). Emerging from this literature has been a recognition of the 
dynamic tension between the cultural practices of Western education and the cultural practices of 
communities who have a different cultural heritage. This tension and its resolution have been 
captured through the concept of third space (Gutierrez, Baquedano-Lopez, & Turner, 1997). Going 
beyond a third space theorization, this paper draws upon the cultural-historical concepts of demands 
and motives (Hedegaard, 2012) in order to understand the development of new repertoires of 
practices evident in an Australian playgroup where traditional early childhood practices are used by 
Indigenous families. Nineteen families were video recorded interacting together at a local 
playgroup (20h). The findings show how participation structures for learning supported by the 
families, and the demands they placed upon children’s day-to-day interaction, highlight new 
understandings of playgroup practices which go beyond the dominant Western early childhood 
education cultural repertoires of practice.  
 
Keywords 
Cultural-historical theory, Third Space, Early Childhood, Repertoires of cultural practice 
 

Introduction 
Research which has examined participation structures in learning has focused on the participation 
of children in everyday routines (see Rogoff, et al., 2003). These research studies have identified 
the dynamic nature of cultural practices within and across learning communities (Gutierrez & 
Rogoff, 2003), such as those found in schools, homes and communities. What is evident in the 
literature is the variations in cultural practices between families and schools (Rogoff, 2003) and 
these dynamic variations have been named as repertoires of cultural practice (Gutierrez & Rogoff, 
2003). Central here has been the way in which children are part of, rather than excluded from, all 
community activities and family events, where participation takes the form of keen attention to 
ongoing events, and learning by observing and eavesdropping. These studies, particularly those 
from North and Central America (Paradise & Rogoff 2009; Rogoff, Moore Najafi Dexter Correa-
Chavez, & Solis, 2007), have conceptualized these cultural repertoires of practice in the context of 
education, as learning through intent community participation (Rogoff, 2011).  
 
The North and Central American research has also identified that the cultural repertoires observed 
as part of family interactions change in relation to the number of years of schooling of the mothers. 
The suggestion here is that the practice of schooling impacts on traditional family practices. This 
research foregrounds the special cultural relation or dynamic between the repertoires of cultural 
practices of the home and the cultural practice of Western schooling. Gutierrez, Baquedano-Lopez 
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SECTION III  

 

 

In Vygotsky’s original writings, he talks about the idea of ‘defectives’ and ‘child 

primitives’. Translated at a particular period in time, these now politically incorrect 

terms capture some important ideas that are foundational for reconceptualising social 

competence from the individual to the collective construct. Vygotsky (1993) was 

talking about the consequences of cultural deprivation and emotional neglect: following 

the Revolution, there were a lot of homeless children wandering around, unattached, 

disengaged, without family or other social structures: 

I permit myself to explain this in relation to cultural development. Both 
cultural development and practical development are connected with the use of 
cultural means of thinking, in particular verbal thinking. In recent times, 
psychologists have discerned a form of child thought which sheds light on the 
problem of cultural development; this is child primitiveness, where the degree 
of cultural development is minimal.’ (Vygotsky, 1993, p. 147) 

It is useful to commence this discussion from the perspective of ‘child primitives’ or 

vulnerable children, as we refer to these children today, because it is like looking at a 

photographic negative, allowing us to see the points of difference in the child’s 

development of social competence. That is, we can see more clearly what is not there 

and bring into sharp relief the essential elements of social development. In particular, 

we are alerted to a disconnect that occurs for these children due to socio-cultural 

deprivation, which may, on the surface, appear to be a form of learning disability 

(Gindis, 2006). The inability of these vulnerable children to use appropriate tools (such 

as cognitive language) or to recognise social signs, often results in these children being 

positioned as ‘naughty’ and removed from social situations, exacerbating the disconnect 

and reducing any benefit from participating in social educational environments: 

Functional cases of behavioral deviation from normal development must be 
regarded as problem children in the strict sense of the word. The nature of 
such cases consists for the most part of a psychological conflict between the 
child and his environment. (Vygotsky, 1993, p. 175) 

In his discussions of difficult children, Vygotsky emphasises the role of development as 

the ‘key to understanding disintegration’ and that disintegration is also ‘the key to 

understanding development’ (Vygotsky, 1993). Through this dialectic, we are returned 

to the notion of ‘primitive reactions’ as simple revelations of a range of reactions by the 

child. Vygotsky (1993) suggests that these reactions avoid the entity of personality, 
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indicating that these are a form of the individual’s personal responses and coping 

mechanisms, borne from the child’s earlier experiences. This is exhibited in the 

example Vygotsky cites of the girl of Tartar origin who is unable to answer assessment 

questions if she cannot see the subject being discussed. Vygotsky refers to this as ‘the 

underdeveloped personality’(Vygotsky, 1993). 

 

As a result of the studies undertaken and the theoretical works read during the course of 

this staff thesis, it has become evident that a new model of social competence is needed. 

In the following section, a model showing the relations between individual and 

collective development of social competence is presented. 

 
 A new conception of social competence 1.4

 

Figure 3.1 

 
 
The metaphysical poet, John Donne, famously wrote ‘no man is an island entire of 

itself’. This strong notion of connectedness is pivotal to the consideration of social 

competence. Hedegaard (2011) in her introduction to the CHADOC seminar held in 

association with the International ISCAR Congress, stated: 

Developmental psychology has often been characterised historically as the 
study of ‘the general child’, with a focus on developing a model that can be 
used to evaluate individual children and their changing relations to society as 
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they grow up. Childhood studies have focused on the study of children 
anchored in historical times and settings… Cultural-historical approaches seek 
to unite the general principles in relation to time and place. (Hedegaard, 2011) 

Marianne Hedegaard’s statement aligns the view of the child with a notion of social 

competence rather than a deconstruction of its individual skill elements or component 

parts. In other words, the child is an intact and complete member of the social group—

not, as has become the trend, a ‘future’ member of the society or ‘cultural investment’ 

in the future. It is therefore necessary to create new social situations of development that 

provide for more interactions that support the child’s social connectedness. 

Hedegaard talked about the idea of the general child as an historical or 
traditional approach. She also talked about seeking to unite those general 
principles in relation to time and place. That, to me, is the real element of 
rather than deconstructing individual elements or component parts, we need to 
put them back together as a whole, which is what I am calling social 
competence. We need to look at it as a whole being. If we break it into parts, 
we lose that sense of the reality of the child and we start to talk about them as 
a future member of society as if they are not existent at the moment. Or even 
worse, people talk about children as cultural investments. Those kinds of 
approaches disembody the whole child, and don’t give that connection to the 
cultural group. In fact, the cultural and social interactions cannot exist without 
children in them. You cannot get the whole becoming, being, and belonging of 
the self without children being there. The whole thing becomes nonsense. So it 
is making connections and rebuilding the sense of wholeness that being put it 
as a package of social competence. The sense of self becomes important 
within the cultural context. (Presentation to PhD Community, 2014) 

Several key scholars that have influenced my journey to this model; it stems from 

Dewey and his talks about the democracy of education to construct societies and social 

beings meaningfully. Vygostky, of course, has provided a new theoretical framework, 

and Fernando Gonzales-Rey has taken a leading role in highlighting the importance of 

grappling with sense of self in relation to the social self, as evidenced by Marcus in 

Paper 5 through the use of figurines in imaginary play he was able to ‘flicker’ between 

the real and the imaginary world and begin to resolve his anxieties about his parents’ 

separation 
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Figure 3.2 

 

At the beginning of the model is the concept of social competence. Dewey 
questions the purpose of education—is it knowledge and understanding, the 
preservation of the status quo? Knowledge and understanding of what? It is 
also about being part of the social structure to which we belong. My working 
definition of social competence is the capacity to be able to successfully 
negotiate the structure of society; in order to do that, one must be able to 
participate in a whole collection of skills that underpin this process of 
negotiation. So, we need to consider such issues as:  

• How do we think about ourselves? 

• How we use tools and skills? 

• What personal skills are needed? 

These need to be considered in the context of relationships without emotions, 
how to regulation our emotions, but also literacy and numeracy, which are as I 
said subsets of social competence. (Presentation to PhD Community, 2014) 

Character is the social imprint on personality. It is the hardened, 
crystallized, typical behavior of personality; it is the struggle for social 
position. It is a secession from the primary line, the leading line of 
development, the unconscious plan of life, from the integral of development 
of all psychological acts and functions. (Vygotsky, 1993, p. 156) 

This, then, is my challenge to educators: to bring into focus life skills as 
fundamental to the daily educational programme. We need the skills to 
function effectively, not just in themselves, in the social context that brings 
relevance and meaning to the skill set. We also need social competence as an 
overarching goal and purpose of education, with the many underpinning 
components that I seek to explore, such as the notion of the sense of self and 
images of ourselves. Gonzalez-Rey (2011) tells us the concept of personal 
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sense is a new pathway that needs to be developed. He says it is an interesting 
psychological process but through the process it is a valuable and flexible 
concept. It is the idea of who you are that sits itself within the need to be 
mindful of relationships and interactions, as well as a view of self as being 
valuable and flexible. This is more than the traditional definition of the self. It 
is the notion of the self in relation to the world, and how the child is part of 
that world or cultural group. (Presentation to PhD Community, 2014) 

This brings us to the question of what is culture in the frame of the educational 

experiences of the child. Luria (1994) suggests that it is a ‘unique system of ideal forms, 

values and motives in a child’s life’ (Luria, 1994). Cultural-historical theory can be 

viewed as an approach that is a general theory of culture and Wertsch (1985) suggests 

that this is the context in which Vygotsky’s work should be understood: 

Vygotsky stands before us not as an isolated phenomenon or puzzle but as a 
representative of the most important and, in many respects, most significant 
period in our society’s culture and science. Several points in his approach 
reflect the atmosphere of creativity in which he lived and worked. For 
example, his notion of semiotic or symbolic nature of higher mental functions 
and consciousness is very closely tied to the theory and practice of Russian 
symbolism, which appeared most strikingly in poetry, painting, theater and 
film during this period. (Wertsch, 1985, p. iiv) 

 

Figure 3.3 

 

 

Gonzalez-Rey (2011) tells us that the concept of personal sense is a new pathway that 

needs to be developed. It is an intrapsychological thought process and is a malleable and 
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flexible concept. In this view, it is more than the traditional notions of self-worth and 

self-image; it has also a notion of self in relation to the world of the child, how the child 

participates as a part of the cultural group. He goes on to explain that personality is a 

difficult concept, with a long tradition but low level of definition, so the notion of 

personal sense is a new concept of consciousness that helps our thinking towards an 

understanding of personality. Luria adds to the thinking by suggesting that the 

education of children is reduced to the child being refitted with ‘new cultural arms’ and 

the ‘forging of new psychological weapons’: 

A key to the problem of how the child’s behaviour is transformed into the 
behaviour of a cultured adult living in complicated industrial-cultural 
conditions and armed with a complicated social-cultural outfit. (Luria, 1994, p. 
55) 

The second element of the model (Figure 3) is the social construct, because being 

socially competent necessarily demands social participation. Again, these contribute to 

that notion of personal sense as the social condition embodies the notion of personal 

sense. How this is indicated through interactions with others, and how behaviour is 

regulated are all considerations in exploring this element. Hedegaard (2011) reminds us 

that Vygotsky pursued the wholeness approach to the development of the child, and his 

concept of the child’s social situation of development was a critical component: 

When one turns to the sociocultural domain, a different force of development 
with its unique set of explanatory principles is seen at work. The locus of 
change shifts from organic evolution governed by natural selection to the stage 
of mediational means. (Wertsch, 1985, p 56)  

The use of tools and signs are the means of enabling children to learn their cultural 

context and within the parameters of cultural–historical theory provide the 

mechanism for children to make changes in their own sociocultural participation. 

The role of signs in relation to the tools decontextualize mediational means and 

enable the child to transition from the everyday to advanced forms of higher mental 

functioning. 
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Figure 3.4 

 

This is the ‘theatrical stage’ upon which the elements of life are performed, and this is 

also the most challenging task for teachers: to create the space and opportunity for 

children to engage in meaningful and purposeful activities that connect with the third 

element of the model—the institutional. Hedegaard and Chaiklin (2005) help us to  

understand the role of the institution in helping the child to confirm the everyday. They 

build the argument on Vygotksy’s theory and also that of Bronfenbrenner to go beyond 

the understanding of culture and look to tools and the context that includes the activity 

settings within institutional practices where these tools might be applied. This is the 

essence that I am trying to establish in the model: that the institution builds the social 

structure, and the idea of providing the mediating tools/skills in the context of the social 

world is necessary to the educational model for children to develop social competence 

and is reflected in the discussion of Montana (Section 1.3.3), where the institution of the 

playgroup encouraged typical play scripts of the dominant culture whilst also allowing 

the children to engage in their own first culture games and dancing. The importance of 

the institutional parameters were evidenced in practice to support the children’s 

successful inclusion in the compulsory school system 
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Figure 3.5 

 

Hedegaard & Chaiklin (2005) give us an inkling of the role of the institution in bringing 

the everyday to conform with the social structures; they extend the ideas of Vygotsky 

and others beyond an understanding of culture as meaning mediating tools or as context, 

to include activity settings within institutional practices: 

The radical-local approach provides an integrated perspective for confronting 
the tension that arises between a universal goal to prepare all children for a 
satisfying and productive societal life and the historical fact that most 
contemporary societies have culturally and historically diverse populations. To 
realize both general societal interests and worthwhile personal development, 
the content of educational programmes for children must be grounded in the 
local conditions within which the children live. (Hedegaard & Chaiklin, 2005, 
p. ii) 

Children, through their motivated activities in different settings in institutional 

practices, acquire culture as competences with tools but also as values and motives for 

activities. The personal aspect of knowledge - everyday concepts - is located in the life 

setting of a person (sense of self). These personal concepts are the foundation for the 

child’s appropriation of the subject matter, concepts that qualify the child’s personal 

conceptions so they can function as theoretical concepts. However, subject matter 

concepts are not universal: they are related to curriculum traditions. (Hedegaard, 2005). 

This can also be applied to the practices of other institutions, such as religious 

observances and sporting clubs where traditions have developed and direct the nature of 

conceptual knowledge shared with the children as participants. 
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Teachers need to be sensitive to try to bridge the gap through children’s activities in 

institutional practices to ensure that they are quite culturally competent and they use the 

tools, values and motives for activities. Therefore, the personal aspect of the 

knowledge—the everyday concepts—is located in the setting and in the sense of the 

self, and we start to see how these start to interplay with each other. Hedegaard also 

reminds us that the subject silos and content concepts of the institutions are not 

universal; they are related to particular traditions of curriculum. For example, a child’s 

personal concepts are the basis for the child to function and develop theoretical 

concepts, which are in some ways met or contrasted with those subject matter concepts 

and the traditional curriculum views of their world. So there is the constant tension 

between what children already know about their lives and their understanding of the 

sense of self. 

 

This does not end with the curriculum in schools. There are practices in other social 

institutions, such as religious practices and religious beliefs and rituals, a set of rules 

over everyday knowledge and understanding. The rules and games impose onto the 

personal self and insinuate themselves as another layer influencing the child and the 

child’s sense of the self. It is the personality, the sense of the self and the importance of 

emotions in all these that are fundamental to the sense of self. 
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Figure 3.6 

 

The importance of emotions is fundamental to this sense of self, and again it is 

particularly highlighted when we look at the photographic negative mentioned 

previously and consider Vygotsky’s (1993) work about vulnerable children and also the 

work examining the impacts of trauma and abuse. 

 

When Vygotsky talks about vulnerable children, where the emotions and the personal 

sense of the self completely disengage from the social and the institutional, there is a 

sense that these children have their own institution and their own perspectives of social 

competence that stand alongside the general view of such competence. The exploration 

of the issue of the disengaged children gives a strong message about the institution 

where communication skills and connection skills are developed in social situations. 

What practices need to be considered to bring the institution into part of the child’s 

social construction require the creation of new social situations of development. 

Such new social situations of development are explored in more detail in Paper 6 where 

the dramatic play of fairytales fosters the development of higher mental functions when 

the child is both the director and subject of the play (Kratsov & Kratsova, 2010). The 

possibilities for children to take this dual role in their play supports children’s emotional 

development and indeed their capacity to regulate their emotions, integral to their 

positive social competence. 
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Figure 3.7 

 

From the individual we add the cultural and we see this intersection of the demands and 

defining elements of the child as part of the local society, the notion of belonging stems 

from this connection. 

 

The model encompasses the whole cultural dimension. What is the richness of the 

culture? What are the cultural tools such as literacy and numeracy, and the artefacts that 

are the visible symbols representing cultural values? For example, Vygotsky heavily 

relies on the arts, the theatre; Thomas Merton (1955) says  

‘…art enables us to find ourselves and to lose ourselves at the same time’.  

These represent the cultural values and the social structure. There is also the cultural 

script, particularly evident in fairy tales. Fairy tales provide us the script through which 

children play imaginarily, using the various cultural tools, adding the sense of self and 

how together these fit into the social and institutional. They provide the framework of a 

performance space to pull together all the elements of life and put these elements 

together. 
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Figure 3.8 

 

And so to perezhivanie—Gonzalez- Rey (2011) tells us it is the psychological concept 

to overcome the concept of mediation and internalisation. Van der Veer and Valsiner 

explain perezhivanie as:  

The idea that one and the same objective situation may be interpreted, 
perceived. Experienced or lived through by different children in different 
ways. Neither ‘emotional experience’… nor ‘interpretation’… is fully 
adequate translations of the noun. Its meaning is closely linked to that of the 
German verb ‘erleben’. (Van der Veer & Valsiner, 1994, p. 354) 

Perezhivanie is not internalised, it is produced by the child, the production of the 

personality of the child, the production of the human being in the social context. Hence 

my proposition of the notion of an enzyme that produces a scientific action/reaction: 

Vygotsky uses the word ‘perezhivanie’ which means ‘experience’ or 
‘interpretation’. Perezhivanie covers both the way and event is emotionally 
experienced and the way it is cognitively understood by the subject. (Reiber & 
Woollock, 1997 p. 390 in Veresov, 2014) 

Gonzalez-Rey (2011) reminds us not to dogmatise concepts— that is, the element of 

imagination needs to be added, which he describes as creation/production in a dramatic 

sense and it is a very personal issue varying for each participant. Imagination is 

subjectivity configured, and cannot be separated from thinking, since motivation is 

internal to thinking and also stems from experience. Bozovich (2009) adds a notion of 

emotions to perezhivanie—‘an elaboration of the concept of perezhivanie [experience] 

as an emotional mechanism in personality development’. 
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Gonzalez-Rey (2013) claims that perezhivanie, in his words, “is a 
psychological concept to overcome the idea of mediation and internalisation.” 
I think this is useful to conceptualise this indefinable word in English. It is 
necessary to recognise that there is different perezhivanie for the child and the 
adult. Each of us goes into the same situation but comes away with different 
feelings. The notion of multiple constructions of reality comes to mind. In 
some way, there is a connection that makes you take on board what is 
happening and add to that sense of self so that relationship between the self 
and the broader community is intrinsic to the social construction. I therefore 
take the view that it is more useful to think of perezhivanie as an internal 
element that causes a chemical reaction, and depending on what chemicals you 
combine, reactions will be different. As Bozovich (2009) says the elaboration 
of perezhivanie as an emotional mechanism is part of personality 
development. That mechanism changes how we react to particular situations, 
how we deal with particular things. The imagination is described as the 
creation or production of senses and notions of oneself. Again, I was trying to 
pull out those ideas to best shape the model. (Presentation to PhD Community, 
2014) 

Figure 3.9 

 

What I am left with is the concept of looking at the use of cultural tools and also the 

third space that comes from the observations of the playgroups for indigenous children, 

which offers a safe space where different cultures can co-exist without being 

homogenised, and the idea that that is a critical component to allow children to play out 

their worlds; also the sense of social competence: acknowledging that children are 

competent in their first culture. Certainly, what I saw in the indigenous playgroup was 
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parents participating in classic, out-of-date British games such as tea parties and fishing 

with rods. On the understanding from the parents’ point of view, the children need to 

know how to play with the games of the dominant culture in order to be successful in 

educational institutions. In these circumstances, the dimension of third space, the 

capacity to have multiple social competences, becomes a very important part of the 

thinking and understanding of the role of early childhood educators, and would also 

apply in the situation of vulnerable children who have disengaged with the world, and 

set up their own alternative culture: we need educators to bring in these children as part 

of the connect. 

The social environment is the source for the appearance of all specific human 
properties of the personality gradually acquired by the child or the source of 
social development of the child. (Vygotsky, 1998, p. 203) 
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