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This article explores a child-led project of building a treehouse through the theory of
practice architectures. It draws on video data collected by 13 children wearing mi-
crocameras (GoPro) in a multicultural Australian primary school. The data was co-
analysed with the children. The article illuminates how play practices emerge, diffuse,
persist and/or disappear with time. This knowledge is needed to understand the different
facets of free play and build enabling conditions for its unfolding.
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Introduction

An 8-year-old girl has taken a key from a secret spot. She opens a little pink, suitcase-shaped
box, pulls out a piece of paper and starts calling out names. Her peers answer. After the child

has gone through the list of names, the children discuss who is not there and if they have

justified reasons to be absent. They agree that Tuesdays and Thursdays are their ‘days off’

and today is not one of those days. After the roll has been called, the group starts negotiating
what to do. An hour-long work shift at their playground building site is about to start.
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This 8-year-old girl is a participant in our Finnish-Australian study entitled Educa-
tional Success through the Eyes of a Refugee Child. The study was part of a larger research
program focussing on the school experiences of refugee background children and youth
(Kaukko and Wilkinson, 2018, 2020). As part of this program, our previous work has
examined how practices of learning intersected with and were prefigured by children’s
experiences of being a refugee. This paper takes a different direction, examining how
children’s imaginary, free play can be analysed as a set of interlinked and changing
practices. The aim of the study presented here is to analyse the lifespan of a particular
project of play: how it emerged, persisted and in the end disappeared in collaborative,
child-led play practices of a group of primary school children in Australia.

Research on children’s play is well-established (see, for example Patte and Sutterby, 2016)
and its importance in children’s lives is rarely challenged (Alanen, 2014). There is also no
shortage of research on the play of children who are in a vulnerable position. However existing
research on marginalised children, for example those from migrant or refugee backgrounds,
living in poverty, or who have different disabilities, tends to focus on the exceptional nature of
play: how the player’s position shapes play (Macmillan et al., 2015), how play needs facilitating
(Stagnitti, 2021), or how play heals (Chapman, 2005). Our approach is different. We look at play
as a set of ordinary, mundane practices, deliberately aiming to redirect the gaze of our inquiry
away from the social categories the children belong to. This is tricky, as play never exists in a
vacuum. Play as a practice cannot be fully separated from arrangements that are made by adults,
including permitted times for play, available resources and the design of the play spaces, or from
who the players are, including their individual and social identities. In this article, we ac-
knowledge this but choose to put our analytical focus on social practices that comprise play.

Shifting the focus away from the player’s social categories, such as the migration or refugee
status of the children in our research, does not mean we wish to undermine or silence the
differences that have real impact on children’s lives. The opposite is true: We think rendering
differences visible is needed to address disadvantages caused by those differences, and we write
about this elsewhere (Wilkinson and Kaukko, 2020). However, play seems to be a practice where
some of these differences silence themselves, yet not all. Relations of power shape play, as our
findings show, but play can also unite across differences.

This article draws on data collected by 13 students in an Australian primary school with a
highly multicultural student cohort. The students acted as voluntary ‘Play Agents’, wearing
GoPro-cameras to document and analyse their school lives with us. Play was an important
part of the school’s mission, so the Play Agents’ investigations served both research and
practice. In this paper, we take a closer look at one multi-day play project in which a group
of children built a play site which they called ‘Trechouse’. This project was chosen for two
reasons. Firstly, the Treehouse was often mentioned in the participatory analysis phase with
the Play Agents, indicating it was important to the children. Secondly, analysing the
Treehouse enables us to see the lifespan of play practices: how they emerge, diffuse, persist
and/or disappear with time. Before we take the reader to the Treehouse, we provide a short
literature review on childhood research on play, and how it has been explored.
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Research on play

The crucial importance of play for children’s lives, including their wellbeing, devel-
opment and learning is rarely questioned. Article 31 of The United Nations Convention on
the Rights of the Child (UN General Assembly, 1989) states that ‘[e]very child has the
right to rest and leisure, to engage in play and recreational activities appropriate to the age
of the child’. In childhood studies, research on play has been informed by multiple
disciplines including psychology, sociology, philosophy, anthropology and education, all
attempting to understand children’s dynamic playful activity from their particular points
of view (Potter and Cowan, 2020). These studies have not come to an agreement about
how play should be defined, but it is mostly agreed that play is multidimensional and has
varying meanings across time, cultures, and contexts (Cohen, 2019), and all attempts to
define it are tightly interwoven with changing theories of childhood (Cowan, 2020). Some
say play should not be defined at all, because there is a risk that play becomes in-
strumentalised, colonised, or perhaps most often pedagogised, as shown in the oft-
repeated perspective of ‘learning through play’ (Potter and Cowan, 2020; Cowan, 2020).
When the focus is on marginalised children — for example children with refugee or
minority ethnic backgrounds, with disabilities or from socio-economically disadvantaged
families — attention is often given to the healing power of their play (Milteer and Ginsburg,
2012; Macmillan et al., 2015). This kind of progress rhetoric (Sutton-Smith, 1997)
privileges some adults-approved forms of play and justifies play with specific aims in
mind, but it rarely attempts to understand how the players themselves see or interpret their
play (Cowan, 2020). Regardless of the viewpoint, play has received burgeoning academic
interest in childhood studies (e.g. Alanen, 1988, 2014; Charles and Bellinson, 2019;
James and Prout, 2015); in all of which play is positioned as a key feature of children’s
lives and indeed, as a forgotten right (Cowan, 2020) worthy of more attention.

The fieldwork school staff shared our interest in understanding and documenting play
as it happens, but we were all conscious that free play is exclusive in nature and thus hard
to research. Perhaps the most significant methodological challenge is that any uninvited
adult interference most likely disrupts or at least changes play. Long term ethnographic
observations or participatory methods with familiar child-groups might minimise the
disturbance (e.g. Fichtner and Trﬁn, 2020; Lehto and Eskelinen, 2020; Yates and Oates,
2019), but these methods too have a significant epistemological problem: play is hard to
understand from the ‘outside’, and if explored from the ‘inside’, the exploration itself may
limit the extent to which the play continues to be ‘free’.

We do not claim that we can fully overcome these challenges, but we propose a theory-
method combination that might come close to capturing play practices in real time from
the point of view of the child. In this case, theories of practice are helpful.

Understanding play as a practice

It would be contradictory to the aim of this paper to put forward yet another adult-invented
definition of play. We want to understand play as a practice, appreciating its fluidity and
complexity without essentialising or reducing it to a fixed definition. However, we need to clarify
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what we mean by practices. The research presented in this paper is framed within theories of
practice, specifically the theory of practice architectures (Kemmis and Grootenboer, 2008).
Following Kemmis et al. (2014) and Schatzki (2010), we see a practice as

A socially established cooperative human activity in which characteristic arrangements of actions
and activities (doing) are comprehensible in terms of arrangements of relevant ideas in characteristic
discourses (sayings), and when the people and objects involved are distributed in characteristic
arrangements of relationships (relatings), and when this complex of sayings, doings and relatings
‘hangs together’ in a distinctive human social project (Kemmis et al., 2014: 13).

It may seem self-evident that practices always happen somewhere, at some time, but this
notion highlights how and why practices occur as they do and how they relate to other practices
also present in the sites. If we consider the practices comprising the building of the Treehouse,
they transpire in a child-led, jointly built and managed part of the playground. This sife is
intrinsically part of the children’s play practices, and vice versa; they are interdependent. We may
at first simply see a group of children immersed in the physical activities of building a trechouse:
dragging branches, fixing chairs or arranging things in a seemingly disjointed manner. However,
when considering the building of the Trechouse as the (shared) project of their practice we can
analyse these practices more carefully to see that the speaking, acting and relating of each child in
the group is oriented so that the project proceeds in at least partially mutually agreed directions.
This differs from parallel play-situations where children happen to play in the same area, each
doing their ‘own thing’. Finally, it is important to note that not everything is possible, even in
imaginary play. Children’s play practices are enabled and constrained by cultural-discursive,
material-economic and social-political arrangements that form historically constituted conditions
for their enactment (Kemmis and Grootenboer, 2008; Kemmis et al., 2014). Analysing these
arrangements requires that we pay attention to the tacit knowledge and shared language needed
for play, the physical spaces and available materials used or created for play, as well as the less
obvious rules, hierarchies and relations of power solidarity and belonging, within the group and
more formally at the school level.

The project of the practice cannot be fully gleaned from mere verbal responses or
observations. In play, the things taken for granted vary, because they may be imagined.
This makes play an interesting yet challenging practice to analyse. Theories of practice
typically explore more or less ‘real’ practices, and in particular, practices that have a logic
and some kind of routine or reproduction (Shove et al., 2012). Except for Nick
Hopwood’s (2017) research on simulation practices of higher education, practices of
innovation or imagination are rarely touched on (Nicolini, 2017). Free play does not
always have a clear logic, routine, or reproduction, and if it does, these are rarely easily
understandable from the outside. Play consists of practices being imagined, practices
being simulated, and practices of simulating, often all at once. Role playing, turning
material into new objects, taking on the role of others, and relating in ways that uphold the
play are examples of play practices that combine all these aspects at the same time
(Hopwood, 2017). Moreover, in the unfolding of play, what happens for the participants
opens new possibilities for interpretation, imagination, and narration; new directions for
unfolding. The real and imaginary dimensions of play are constantly negotiated and
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renegotiated. It is this negotiation and the constant flux of play that calls for attention to
the way the practices change (Shove et al., 2012).

The imaginary and exclusive nature of play makes it hard to understand as a whole
and perhaps impossible to define. However, elements of play can be comprehensible
from the outside. Helle Skovbjerk Karoff (2013) writes about the ‘commonness’ in
play practices and how these practices consists of the ‘doing part of the playing
activity, i.e., all types of behaviours, such as physical and mental activities, the use of
objects, toys, ways of relating to feelings and motives for behaviour’ (Karoff, 2013:
78-79). Our focus is on how parts of play can change whilst the overall project stays
the same. As we show in our analysis, play changes when new elements of practice are
introduced, when existing elements are combined in new ways, or when elements
disappear from practices. The meaning, materiality, and competence of practice
(Shove et al., 2012) are generated and changed through moments of enactment. In
children’s play, the meaning is revealed in the children’s words and actions, and it
differs depending on what the project requires at any given moment. The meanings
may change if the practice faces contradiction, or it can be affirmed by other practices
that join it. Material objects link the play practices with the arrangements that support
them, like the deliberate design of the playground with trees and bushes which
children can freely play in and utilise for their play. The competence of the practi-
tioners means that there is a certain level of predictability in play, that is the
children know what to do. The elements of meaning, materiality and competence
unfold in differing combinations of several practices. They might travel from one play
practice to another if they still connect up in the minds of the practitioners. When
the connections between practices are durable in a specific project, like the
Treehouse that is the focus of study here, then the project survives in a recognisable
form. (Shove et al., 2012) In play, as in all practices, the sayings, doings and relatings
that compose the practice are reproduced, sometimes with little and sometimes with
much variation, and sometimes they transform into new or emergent practices
(Kemmis, 2021).

Method

This study is part of the first author’s Finnish-Australian postdoctoral research project
entitled Educational Success through the Eyes of a Refugee Child. As part of this study, 13
children (aged 6-10, seven girls and six boys) were recruited from one of the participating
Australian primary schools to act as ‘Play Agents’, helping us understand their play.
Unlike in the larger study, the invitation was not limited to refugee students. Yet due to the
school’s highly multicultural student cohort, all the Play Agents are from different migrant
or refugee backgrounds. The focus on play was justified because a finding from the larger
study indicated its crucial importance, and because play was part of the school’s motto and
pedagogy.

Working with children and video data poses complex ethical challenges. The idea of
documenting children’s play was developed with the teachers and the leadership of the school
and negotiated with the parent community. Its implementation was designed to pay special
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attention to relational ethics with children in vulnerable situations (Kaukko, et al., 2017) and
methodological challenges related to privacy when using video data in schools (Royakkers
et al., 2018). The research plan was scrutinised and finally approved by the ethics boards of
Monash University and the local department of education”. Informed consent was sought from
the participants’ parents or guardians. Even more importantly, the participating children’s
understanding and assent was reconfirmed continuously by discussing the study and the
children’s role in it. It was highlighted that the children could discontinue their participation at
any time without negative consequences, but none did so.

Prior to the filming, the first author had spent approximately 2 months at the school,
getting to know the school and its students and staff and conducting praxiographic
(Schmidt, 2017) observations. Like ethnography, praxiography aims at deconstructing
and describing (graphy) the world. However, rather than looking at culture (ethno), the
focus is on practices (praxeo), which are documented through a sequentially structured
and more or less systematic manner as seen through a particular kind of frame — in this
case the theory of practice architectures. The first author’s observation continued
throughout the filming.

The video data was collected by the Play Agents who wore chest-mounted mi-
crocameras (GoPro) for approximately 90 min per day. Taking turns with the five
available cameras, each Play Agent had a chance to film over the course of at least
5 days. The total period of filming was 3 weeks. As the children returned their cameras
each day, either the researcher or a designated teacher asked them to discuss what they
had done during the filming period, and if they would like to analyse some parts
together with the researcher. This selection was the first step of the participatory
analysis with the children. After the fieldwork, the first author skimmed and edited the
audio-visual material, constructing a synoptic timeline and separating the moments
mentioned by the students. The two Play Agents whose footage we use in this article,
Leila and Mandi®, repeatedly mentioned the Treehouse in the participatory analysis,
which directed our focus for this paper.

The video clips relating specifically to the Treehouse were then analysed in two
further stages. Firstly, the first author watched the identified moments with Leila and
Mandi individually, whilst the children elaborated on what had happened and why
they chose those moments in the initial participatory analysis. The voices of Leila and
Mandi were crucial in shedding light on the practices whose importance might have
been left in the shadows when observed from the outside. Next, the three authors of
this paper deconstructed the practices by looking carefully at all the evidence together:
the video clips and their transcriptions, the transcribed analysis dialogues with Leila
and Mandi, and the fieldnotes written by the first author. We then analysed them
through the lens of the theory of practice architectures. In the end, we examined the
continuum of these practices throughout the lifespan of the Treehouse project.

Leila and Mandi, together with a group of other children, were engaged in the
Treehouse throughout the whole fieldwork period. The actual playing consisted of
building, expanding, and using a specific area in the playground of their school. The
duration of the project provided us with a sequence of events to analyse but given the
notion of how practices ‘flow’, we know that all attempts to divide the play in any
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particular way are partial. Thus, we do not argue that the chosen episodes were
representative of how play starts and ends, as time in play is fluid and rhizomatic. Yet
we have chosen three episodes from the Treehouse to illustrate our findings, as they
show how some practices within this project were started, maintained, ended and then
picked up again, and how they sometimes supported and other times challenged one
another.

Start: Roll call and the password rock

The first chosen episode elaborates on the description of the ‘roll call” which commences
this paper.

Five children are gathered at their Treehouse site, located in an area in the playground of their
school. Scraps of building materials and random objects are arranged into beds, seats, tables
to simulate furniture needed in personal and communal spaces. The episode takes place
during lunch time. Leila excitedly requests Mandi to do the roll call. Mandi opens a pink box
(see Image 1) and takes out a piece of paper. She starts calling out student names. Children
respond ‘here” when called. When one child doesn’t answer, Mandi calls the name more
loudly. When all the names are called, Mandi returns the list to the box. After the roll, Mandi
takes out another object from the box, a beautifully coloured rock. Mandi explains to the
others that the rock she is holding is a password, but the others seem unconvinced. ‘Well, you
can’t read it’, they say, and Mandi gives up the attempt, admitting that it is ‘just a rock,
painted’.

The pink box as seen in the GoPro-footage
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The roll call was repeated every time the children were playing in this area. Its purpose
was to mark the commencement or reconvening of the play and control who belongs to the
Treehouse. When observing or reading an episode like this, it is hard to avoid focussing
merely on Leila, Mandi or the other players as individual children, or the sequence of
events that is unfolding. Yet, shifting attention to the practices of this scene, we can
identify routine practices (e.g. roll call) that need little negotiation, but also practices of
imagination and innovation (the rock as a password) that need to be made understandable
and meaningful for others. Zooming closer into these practices, we can hear sayings such
as “What about [name], he’s playing?’ ‘Yeah, he’s in the roll’. “Where?’ ‘Right here’ and
“This is a password’. We can also see concomitant doings such as children sitting on a mat
as they listen or respond to the roll call or pointing at other children. The shared intention
of the first practice of roll calling is to ensure common rules that all can play with.

One cultural-discursive arrangement enabling the unfolding of these practices is the
English language, which is commonly understood yet not the first language for any of the
players. Non-verbal means of communicating such as body language (e.g. hands waving
to get attention) reinforce the sayings. Some relevant equipment for this episode is kept in
the pink box, which forms a central material-economic arrangement for the doings. The
players explore and discuss the contents of the box and the properties of those objects
(‘not squishy, just foamy’). They imagine and assign certain functions to objects, and
negotiate ownership (‘who did that, can I have that?”). All these practices centre around
the box. It gives continuity to the play; when it recommences, the box prefigures what will
happen (calling the roll, supported by the list of names), yet it does not predetermine
practices. For example the password rock will still be in the box, but its meaning was not
convincing, so its function as a password is not likely to survive. The practice connected
to the password disappears and the object returns to being ‘just a rock, painted’.

To understand the relatings of this episode, we must turn to participatory analysis with
the children. Relatings are hard to render visible but crucial in understanding practices.
Rules, if understood as ‘explicit formulations, principles, precepts and instructions that
enjoin, direct or remonstrate people to perform specific actions’ (Schatzki, 2010: 79) form
part of these relatings and ensure that the Treechouse stays as a united project of a practice,
carried by committed and competent practitioners. This is explained by Leila in the
transcribed videoclip below.

Leila: If you wanted, if you want to have a treehouse and you’re going to play here every day
you should have a roll of your-

Child: Why?

Leila: That you know who’s not playing today.

In the participatory analysis discussion focussing on the roll call episode, Leila re-
counts that the children on the list have shown commitment to the practice and when it is
not a day off, they are expected to participate. For example the caller of the role mimics a
teacher’s positional authority in relation to the students who dutifully answer their names.
Later in this episode, Leila secures the key to the pink box in her own pocket and explains
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that it was the only safe place where the children who were not part of this play would not
find it. The relatings bundle together with the sayings (discussion about fair play) and
doings (acts of monitoring, keeping the key) of the episode and become intelligible within
the pre-existing set of social-political arrangements of fair play. Hiding the key or
monitoring play includes the use of power, that is acting with effect (Watson, 2017), yet
power seems not to be the aim but a means to keep the play going.

Many practice theorists have a posthumanist lens (Gherardi, 2017; Nicolini, 2017;
Shove et al., 2012), seeing humans as ‘carriers’ of practice, but even these approaches do
not overlook the role of the human. Carrying the practice of play is not an automatic or a
mindless process but a joint effort requiring constant active choices from all practitioners.
Kemmis and colleagues (e.g. Kemmis et al., 2014; Kaukko et al., 2021) take a more
humanist view on practices, whilst still having a strong focus on the relationship between
humans and the living and nonliving world that shape practices. No social practices exist
without humans who engage in them. Mandi and Leila have agency, and their play
practices arise from, recall, represent, anticipate, and return to their use (Kemmis and
Edwards-Groves, 2018: 119) in play. The Treehouse as a site evokes a powerful practice
memory: one that constitutes the Treehouse as an object of and for play. Children engaged
in the Treehouse do the things and speak the language that are characteristic and sup-
portive of this project. They also enter relationship building, drawing on the memory
provided by the practice traditions of the Treehouse. (Kemmis et al., 2014; Nicolini,
2017). Children’s previously learnt practices connected to compromising, arguing and
working together are seen in all the three episodes; they are practices that have kept the
children’s shared play alive. This is how play leaves behind traces that in turn become part
of the practice architectures of future play.

Middle: Imagining objects for different purposes

The next episode follows from one of the roll calls. We have chosen this episode to show
how a project of a practice is negotiated and developed, and how imagination takes hold
and makes this negotiation trickier.

Leila tries to sit on a seat constructed from tyres and cushions. Mandi asks her not to sit on it,
claiming the structure as her own and sits on it herself. A negotiation between them and
another girl ensues, related to the ownership and the function of the object.

Child: ‘isn’t the cushion part of Mandi’s sleeping?
Leila: ‘yeah, but now it’s for my seat’

The conflict is left unresolved, resulting in a situation where the play cannot go on, as the
players disagree on this central element. Mandi’s attention and camera are turned to children
doing something else in the distance. Mandi gets off. Leila sits on the freed object to claim it.
She stands again when Mandi notices that and says ‘no’, but then Leila adjusts the seat with
her hands and sits on it again. A compromise is offered when Leila says that Mandi can sit on
it afterwards. This gives Leila the opportunity to claim the seat for the present moment. After
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the disagreement, Leila draws attention to how cold she feels. Leila shivers, and we see a
breeze in the video. This change leads to the birth of a new idea: building a tent from a
blanket. The girls discuss how to build it, strengthening the others’ ideas by saying things like
‘that’s a great idea Mandi!’, while adjusting their plans according to perceived school rules
(‘can’t take scissors, let’s use rocks then’). The tent idea becomes absorbed into the overall
Treehouse project. The discussion is then turned to what other objects in the site are or could
be.

As the play gets more imaginative, it also becomes more vulnerable to disagreements
about the imagined reality. This can be seen in both the sayings and doings of the second
episode, which comprise an interesting mix of simulating something, and adjusting one’s
own simulations with those of others.

Mandi: Hey ... this can be, look this can be a little swing, if we tie it more.
Leila: No, no it’s a cape.

Mandi:... this can be something to sit on.

Leila: Yeah another person can sit there and this can be my seat.

Mandi: Yeah

Child: Thanks but then I, I have no seat.

Mandi: No wait, I’m the boss of it, because I made it.

Leila: But can I, Il tell you the password for the seat, okay?

Child: Okay

In this short discussion, the sayings travel from reality (swing, which is the more
obvious interpretation of the hanging object) to imagined (cape). This discussion also
addresses a practical issue that the player has no seat, but it then returns to the pre-existing
role play (‘I'm the boss... I’ll tell you the password”). The practices are like those in the
vignette, when Leila’s doing (sitting on the imagined seat) contradicts with the attempted
pretend-sleeping of Mandi’s, using the same object. Contradictions can also be heard in
the sayings (‘Isn’t this cushion for ... sleeping?’ “Yeah, yeah but now it’s for my feet’ “No
it’s not’). In both examples, the meaning of imagined practices and the power to decide are
negotiated. Both situations end with a compromise, allowing the project of a practice to
continue in a slightly changed manner.

This kind of play mixes reality with fantasy and is enabled by the cultural-discursive
arrangements that are natural for many children: that imaginary play is taken seriously and
valued. The material-economic arrangements include objects such as pieces of random
scrap material, which the school had sourced as a resource for children’s play. Importantly,
these objects are not readily something (like toys), but their usefulness must be imagined.
Relatings are shown in the distraction from the argument as an opportunity to claim the
seat in a compromise between Mandi and Leila. These relatings are enabled by the
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previously mentioned social-political arrangements of fair play. Fair play was on the one
hand a school policy, but on the other, a necessity to keep the play alive.

In this episode, some of the individual practices contradict one another, but the children
find a way to change those whilst keeping the play alive. New elements are integrated as
the children adjust their practice to the limits of reality (‘can’t cut holes in the blanket’,
‘let’s use rocks then”) making use of the available resources. The simultaneous emergence
of competing practices is possible because unlike in the first episode, the play at this stage
has no firm function and the practices are flexible enough so that children can be
convinced to play along. (Shove et al., 2012). The children try to recruit others to their
play ideas by narrating their doings and simulating the use of objects with exaggerated
moves. The narrative that holds the practice together is fluid and emergent, participatory
and collaborative, partly reproducing whilst also reproducing variations on prior themes.
The outcome, that is the shared understanding of what was going on, prefigures which
practices survive and which disappear. When the children explain their play practices to
one another, they make it comprehensible from the outside. In the little discussion below,
Mandi explains an object to the researcher:

Mandi: Mervi, wait, we have to show the thingy. You can sit down here.
Researcher: Is that a, a-?
Mandi: It’s a chair

Researcher: It’s a chair, of course it is. Is it for me? Okay, can I try? (sits)

Having access to the child’s interpretation is needed to understand realities that only
exist in their imagination but can be made accessible for researchers. Understanding
imaginary sides of practices with this level of detail would have been significantly harder
using other research tools than video and participatory analysis.

End: Competing invitations to dance, carry on, or have a day off

The last chosen episode flows on from the previous two sequences. It shows that playing
rarely has a clear beginning or an end; it may slow down and then pick up again, still
retaining the same project of a practice. Also, this play project has multiple endings, from
which the next opportunity to continue the play could then pick up. Some temporary ends
are marked by a school bell, others by a decision to do something else, as in the episode
explained below.

Leila talks to another player and invites her to play ‘funny dances’ for the camera. Leila
invites others from the Treehouse to also dance for the camera. Not paying attention or being
unaware of Leila’s practices, Mandi asks some players if they want a day off from the
Treehouse. Some say yes and start getting ready to move to other activities. One girl misses or
ignores the offer of a day off. She continues her simulated Treehouse play. The situation
pauses for a few seconds. Realising there was not a unanimous decision of what the group
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will do, Mandi asks if they want to play Tiggy in another part of the playground. Several kids,
including Leila, agree. Mandi locks the pink box, re-affirming to the remaining kids that
Tuesdays and Thursdays are days off, connecting the Tiggy-idea with her original suggestion
of a day off. The children then run off.

In this short episode, we can see a series of competing practices. There is a situation
with three possible directions to continue, each requiring a change of action from the
practitioners. These competing practices show in these sayings:

Mandi: Okay let’s — guys do — who wants to have a day off?
Child 1: Me.

Child 2: Why?

Child 1: But, but (name) isn’t here because....

Leila: ... Who wants to do a dance for that camera?

Child 1: ....and you have to ... and you have to, you two have to build (name) a home and
I’m living with her so you’d better build it big.

Leila: Guys, do you want to play together on the green playground?

Child 2: Yeah

Child 3: Yeah

Child 4: No, that’s why only the people who still have a house will come.
Mandi: Yeah.

Leila: Last one there’s it!

The group could accept Mandi’s offer of a day off, start dancing for Leila, or join the
third girl’s continuing Treehouse play. If the Treehouse as a joint project is to survive, its
practices need to recruit and retain children willing and able to keep it alive. The
continuation of the project depends on whether the relationships between its practices are
collaborative or competitive and weak or strong. In this case, the project comes to a
confluence of distractions and invitations that are stronger than the shared will to keep the
project going, which means that some of the practices disappear.

When analysing the episode just before the project ends, we can see that the sayings
meet resistance and when they do, they are amplified with loud, excited voices and body
language of large gestures, such as waving hands. Some of the doings accompanying the
sayings seem to take root and diffuse; for a whilst, Mandi’s dance moves are matched by
another child. When the practices of dancing, having a day off, or continuing the
Treehouse play clash, a decision needs to be made about which direction to continue.
Looking at the relatings of this episode reveals that although Leila and Mandi are both
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prominent and authoritative figures in this play, their practices are not automatically
accepted as the norm.

When the project comes to a temporary close, its practices change or disappear.
Previously connected practices disintegrate when links are no longer sustained (Shove
et al., 2012). Likewise, some of the arrangements that have held them in place change.
Cultural-discursive arrangements change as language gets first more assertive and then
submissive, accepting the new ideas that are proposed. Social-political arrangements
change along with whose ideas are accepted. The pink box, familiar from the first episode,
remains as a crucial material-economic arrangement for this closing episode. Mandi
secures the key into the box, closes the lid and affirms: ‘Tuesdays and Thursdays are days
off. Definitely’. The box will remain ready to be picked up again for the next play shift at
the Treehouse.

Concluding discussion

In the pursuit of clarity, yet with an understanding of the problematics of definitions, we
conclude with the table below. The first two columns present some of the key concepts and
their use in the theory of practice architectures. The third column includes our guiding
questions when analysing play as a practice, and the answers to those questions based on
our data (See Table 1).

We have described these episodes of children’s play practices noting that, as they are
imagined and fluid, they are hard to understand from the outside. With all this fluidity,
does it then even make sense to speak of a project of a practice in children’s play as a
recognisable entity? We think it does, because we can say something about the elements
of these practices, and because some of them seem to be common across our chosen
example. In all the episodes, the children used objects as something they were not and
applied new functions to objects as needed. All episodes also included negotiating rules
that other children could agree with. These may be common features of play, but they do
not mean that playing would be consistent across sites and among different groups of
children. Play can take many forms and it never happens in a vacuum. What the children
do is prefigured by the broader arrangements and practice landscapes of their sites, in this
case, the school culture and the histories that they bring to their play. Play is held in place
on the one hand by arrangements created and imagined by the children, whilst at the same
time, play is supported by real and tangible arrangements found in or brought to shared
semantic, physical, and social spaces in this particular place as a site for this or that
particular practice. When these arrangements are understood, children (and educators) can
build and rebuild them to foster opportunities for play.

Theories of practice, especially those drawing on video data may fall into the trap of
merely describing what happens. That, according to Nicolini (2017), results in a naive
quasi-praxeology, merely reporting what people do. Shallow descriptions of play leave
both childhood researchers and practice theorists empty-handed. We have striven to
explain children’s play practices acknowledging that they are complex, highly social
happenings. We did this by representing the development of the Treehouse through a
series of snapshots of practices, showing how each episode captures the children’s varied
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sayings, doings and relatings and how those dimensions become intelligible by un-
covering the cultural-discursive, material-economic, and social-political arrangements
that hold them in place. We have also shown how these practices change as the project
develops. A contribution of this approach is that it turns children’s own practices into
epistemic objects of inquiry that can then in turn, become part of the discourse of practice
theories and childhood studies. This approach also sheds light on the more general
reservoirs of children’s practices as they build, maintain, and develop a shared, child-led
play project. With these findings, childhood researchers can understand what happens
when children collaborate with little adult intervention, and how to create conditions that
support play.

The play in the Treehouse was rich and insightful, but above all quite ordinary. This
stands in stark contrast with the vast majority of play research conducted with players
from a disadvantaged background, with a focus on the challenges of play. Further research
on mundane play practices of children, including those in marginalised positions, is
needed if we want to understand the different facets of play, in particular as seen by the
players themselves.
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2. Monash University Human Research Ethics Committee, 13,105; Victorian DET 003,692

3. Pseudonyms

References
Alanen L (1988) Rethinking childhood. Acta Sociologica 31(1): 53-67.


https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8233-1302
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8233-1302

202 Childhood 29(2)

Alanen L (2014) Theorizing childhood. Childhood 21(1): 3—6.

Chapman M (2005) Healing Through Play: Inviting Spaces to Support Refugee Children in
Australia. Richmond, Australia: FKA Children’s Services.

Charles M and Bellinson J (2019) The Importance of Play in Early Childhood Education. 1st
edition. Milton: Routledge.

Cohen D (2019) The Development of Play. 4th edition. Milton: Routledge.

Cowan K (2020) A panorama of play: a literature review. In: Digital Futures Commission. London:
SRights Foundation.

Fichtner S and Trdn HM (2020) Lived citizenship between the sandpit and deportation: Young
children’s spaces for agency, play and belonging in collective accommodation for refugees.
Childhood 27(2): 158-172.

Gherardi S (2017) Sociomateriality in posthuman practice theory. In: Hui A, Schatzki T and Shove E
(eds), The Nexus of Practices: Connections, Constellations, Practitioners. Abingdon:
Routledge, pp. 38-51.

Hopwood N (2017) Practice architectures of simulation pedagogy: from fidelity to transformation.
In: Mahon K, Francisco S and Kemmis S (eds), Exploring Education and Professional
Practice. Through the Lens of Practice Architectures. Singapore: Springer, pp. 63-81.

James A and Prout A (2015) Constructing and Reconstructing Childhood. 1st edition. London:
Routledge.

Karoff HS (2013) Play practices and play moods. International Journal of Play 2(2): 76-86.

Kaukko M and Wilkinson J (2018) Praxis and language: Teaching newly arrived migrant children to
‘live well in a world worth living in’. TESOL in Context 27(1): 43—63.

Kaukko M and Wilkinson J (2020) ’Learning how to go on’: refugee students and informal learning
practices. International Journal of Inclusive Education 24(11): 1175-1193.

Kaukko M, Dunwoodie K and Riggs E (2017) Rethinking the ethical and methodological di-
mensions of research with refugee children. ZEP: Journal for International Educational
Research and Development Education 1: 16-21.

Kaukko M, Kemmis S, Heikkinen H, et al. (2021) Learning to survive amidst nested crises: can the
coronavirus pandemic help us change educational practices to prepare for the impending eco-
crisis? Environmental Education Research 27(11): 1559-1573.

Kemmis S (2021) A practice theory perspective on learning: beyond a ‘standard’ view. Studies in
Continuing Education 43(3): 280-295.

Kemmis S and Edwards-Groves C (2018) Understanding Education: History, Politics, and
Practice. Singapore: Springer.

Kemmis S and Grootenboer P (2008) Situating praxis in practice: practice architectures and the
cultural, social and material conditions for practice. In: Kemmis S and Smith TJ (eds), En-
abling Praxis: Challenges for Education. Rotterdam, the Netherlands: Sense, pp. 37-62.

Kemmis S, Wilkinson J, Edwards-Groves C, et al. (2014) Changing Practices, Changing Edu-
cation. Singapore: Springer.

Lehto S and Eskelinen K (2020) ‘Playing makes it fun’ in out-of-school activities: cildren’s or-
ganised leisure. Childhood 27(4): 545-561.

Macmillan KK, Ohan J, Cherian S, et al. (2015) Refugee children’s play: before and after migration
to Australia. Journal of Paediatrics and Child Health 51(8): 771-777.



Kaukko et al. 203

Mahon K, Francisco S and Kemmis S (2018) Exploring Education and Professional Practice
through the Lens of Practice Architectures. Singapore: Springer.

Milteer RM, Ginsburg KR, Mulligan DA, et al. (2012) The importance of play in promoting healthy
child development and maintaining strong parent-child bond: focus on children in poverty.
Pediatrics 129(1): e204—e213.

Nicolini D (2017) Practice Theory as a Package of Theory, Method and Vocabulary: Affordances
and Limitations. In: Jonas M, Littig B and Wroblewski A (eds), Methodological Reflections on
Practice Oriented Theories. Cham: Springer, pp. 19-34.

Patte MM and Sutterby JA (2016) Celebrating 40 Years of Play Research. Lanham, MD: The
Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group

Potter J and Cowan K (2020) Playground as meaning-making space: multimodal making and re-
making of meaning in the (virtual) playground. Global Studies of Childhood 10(3): 248-263.

Royakkers L, Timmer J, Kool L, et al. (2018) Societal and ethical issues of digitization. Ethics and
Information Technology 20(2): 127-142.

Schatzki TR (2010) The Timespace of Human Activity. Lanham, MD: The Rowman & Littlefield
Publishing Group.

Schmidt R (2017) Sociology of social practices: theory or modus operandi of empirical research? In:
Jonas M, Littig B and Wroblewski A (eds), Methodological Reflections on Practice Oriented
Theories. Singapore: Springer, pp. 3—17.

Shove E, Pantzar M and Watson M (2012) The Dynamics of Social Practice. London, England:
SAGE Publications.

Stagnitti K (2021) Learn to Play Therapy: Principles, Process and Practical Activities. Australia:
Learn to Play.

Sutton-Smith B (1997) The Ambiguity of Play. Harvard: University Press.

UN General Assembly (1989) Convention on the Rights of the Child. Available at: https:/www.
ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/crc.aspx

Watson M (2017) Placing power in practice theory. In: Hui A, Schatzki T and Shove E (eds), The
Nexus of Practices: Connections, Constellations, Practitioners. Abingdon: Routledge, pp.
169-182.

Wilkinson J and Kaukko M (2020) How to support students of refugee background in your school.
In: Brooks J and Heffernan A (eds), The School Leadership Survival Guide: What to do When
Things go Wrong, how to Learn From Mistakes, and why you Should Prepare for the Worst.
Charlotte: Information Age, pp. 215-230.

Yates E and Oates R (2019) Young children’s views on play provision in two local parks: A research
project by early childhood studies students and staff. Childhood 26(4): 491-508.


https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/crc.aspx
https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/crc.aspx

	‘This is our treehouse’: Investigating play through a practice architectures lens
	Introduction
	Research on play
	Understanding play as a practice

	Method
	Start: Roll call and the password rock
	Middle: Imagining objects for different purposes
	End: Competing invitations to dance, carry on, or have a day off

	Concluding discussion
	Acknowledgements
	Declaration of conflicting interests
	Funding
	ORCID iD
	Notes
	References


