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Abstract
This paper tells of the social experiences of three four-year-old children with learning disabilities as they negotiate their daily lives in their homes and early education settings in England. We apply a social model of childhood disability to the relatively unexplored territory of young children and use vignettes drawn from video observation to explore the interactive spaces contained in settings with different cultures of inclusion. Using a multimodal approach to the data we show the nuanced ways in which the children enact their agency. We explore the relationships between agency, culture and structure and argue that children with learning disabilities are active in making meaning within social and relational networks to which they contribute differently depending on the barriers to doing and being that each network presents. Thus, the paper provides an original use of the notion of distributed competence.
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Introduction

Young children with learning disabilities are active meaning-makers. In this paper we present the theoretical basis of this position together with evidence from ethnographic case studies of three young children with learning disabilities in their day-to-day lives, each going between their home and two early years settings with differing peer groups, structure and inclusiveness. In so doing we explore the richly contextualized social experience of early childhood for children with learning disabilities.  As we elaborate below, the trends in research in disability and childhood in the last two decades reflect the paradigm shifts to the social model of disability and to the social study of childhood. Unusually in this paper we bring these together with the most recent critiques and developments in relation to social model thinking to inform a nuanced, sociological account of the ways in which young children demonstrate their ability to make meaning and to express themselves in a variety of ways.
Theoretical Context

The social experience of young children with learning disabilities has not always been considered a valid focus of inquiry. The paradigm shift of the social model of disability has altered the focus of much research concerning disabled people. The medical or personal tragedy model has been exposed by its critics (most notably Oliver 1983) as leading to researchers studying what is wrong with people, what stops them from learning, what professionals can do to make them function better/normally - all based on a fundamental location of the difficulties as residing within individuals. Through sociological critique (e.g. Barton 1996; Oliver 1996) the challenge has come to researchers to work with disabled people, including by inference disabled children, directed by their agendas, on research that will make their lives better – based on the understanding that their difficulties reside in a disabling environment. 
As new waves of critique have emerged social model theorists have introduced more nuanced variations while maintaining the valued distinction between individual (bodily) impairment and disabling (social) processes. Thomas (2004), with her social relational model of disability, acknowledges that impairments have negative ‘impairment effects’ impacting on people’s social lives. She introduces key concepts of ‘barriers to doing’, which are material, and ‘barriers to being’, which are psycho-emotional - negatively effecting an individual’s identity – their sense of self in the present, and future – who they can be. Shakespeare (2006) likewise adds layers of complexity from a critical realist perspective, proposing that ‘disability is always an interaction between individual and structural factors’ (55). This interactional approach recognises that people are disabled by society and by their bodies, but viewing impairment as a complex predicament opens up spaces for individual agency: oppression is not inevitable. 
As Shakespeare and Watson (1998) note, alongside the paradigm shift in disability there has been an (albeit quieter) paradigm shift in childhood. Childhood too has been reconceptualised and reframed (James et al. 1998). In what has emerged as the social study of childhood, children are viewed as free agents, decision-makers, worthy of being taken seriously – a social group of interest to sociologists. For Davis and Watson (2002) the social study of childhood ‘has provided the tools and the ethics for a new approach to childhood’ including children and their views in ‘processes of change’ (160). For McNaughton (2005) the new understandings of early childhood studies have served to ‘unsettle the familiar’ (1) and can help in creating greater social justice.
Disabled children have been conspicuously absent in the advances in both the social model of disability (observed by Connors and Stalker 2007) and the new sociology of childhood (observed by Shakespeare and Watson 1998). Shakespeare and Watson (1998) address this absence in their proposed social model of childhood disability. They argue that disabled children have been problematic to researchers and policy-makers. Negatively stereotyped, highly intervened with, seen as having low worth, and subjected to abuse, oppression and segregation, they are characterised as a burden and drain on resources, ‘passive, vulnerable and dependent’ (Davis and Watson 2002, 159). Yet, as Connors and Stalker argue, the problems of a disabled childhood are a result of ‘social relations, cultural representations and behaviour of adults’ (22).

Davis and Watson (2002, 160) observe that ‘much research on disabled children rests on a fairly unreflexive acceptance of the distinction disabled/non-disabled and child/non-child’. They propose that postmodern perspectives alternatively bring fluidity and multiplicity to this, together with rejection of this kind of ‘central organizing principle’ (160). They claim their reflexive, ethnographic approach has led them to be able to demonstrate how adults and children construct disability and how they use their constructions in social interaction. In their analysis they focus on disabled children’s patterns of resistance as they construct ‘a competing discourse which presents disabled children as having diverse lives as agents and not passive, dependent victims’ (161).
Goodley (2001) addresses the social model of disability in relation to learning difficulties, arguing a need to work with and for an understanding of learning difficulties as a fundamentally social, cultural, political, historical, discursive and relational phenomenon. Writers on the social model of disability have barely engaged with learning difficulties/disabilities and Goodley and Chappell (1998) are rare voices challenging this lacuna. Goodley, like Thomas and Shakespeare, does not shy away from impairment; he proposes a way forward that ‘re-socialises impairment’ (208) by seeing impairment as existing within interactions. Goodley (2001, 220) cites Booth and Booth’s (1998) work on parents with learning difficulties in which they maintain, ‘competence may more properly be seen as a distributed feature of parents’ social network rather than as an individual attribute’ (206).  Their concept of distributed competence in shared activity is, Goodley (2001, 220) argues, a ‘social move [that] allows for a relational and interdependent stance in relation to assumptions about (in)competence and hence impairment’. He concludes that ‘“fitness for parenting” is not an individualised quality, rather a product of social and relational networks’ (220). While Goodley applies this to advocacy, we argue that the same could be said of fitness to learn with one’s peers – this is a shared competence which is hugely reliant on context. 
For Goodley (2001, 225), ‘sociologically imaginative approaches embrace notions of distributed competence, ability, intelligence, capacity and “differently articulate”’. In keeping with this theoretical and ethical framework we claim a sociologically imaginative approach in our study of the social experiences of young children with learning disabilities going between very different social settings. The children’s parents had opted for a combination of educational provision for them, hoping to combine some of the benefits of special education with those of more inclusive education. Rather than adopt a medical model focus on how these children coped with their impairment (Priestly 1998), or even a focus on how they coped with moving between settings, we chose to look at their active processes of meaning-making. Thus we sought to ‘open up spaces to re-culturise those things [abilities to make meaning] that are assumed to be natural’ (Goodley 2001, 225)
We see the children as ‘complex social beings’ (Davis and Watson 2002, 170) who were not mere victims of their impairment or of deterministic forces and disabling barriers. Like Davis and Watson (2002) we maintain that both agency and structure ‘are in play at the same time, each can be given equal weight as an explanation for social practice or there can be oscillation between the two’ (170); moreover, ‘they cannot be disaggregated from each other or everyday cultural processes’ (170) - structure, culture and agency are fused in fluid rather than fixed ways in each social setting. Our interest in young children as active meaning-makers negotiating different settings presented an ideal opportunity to look at the interactions between structure, culture and agency. 

Connors and Stalker (2007) point to the value of the ‘sociology of childhood’ for recognising that childhood (like disability) might be a social construction and that children (like disabled people) have a unique perspective and actively shape their own lives. In their research using a social model of childhood disability they were concerned with children’s ongoing negotiation of the experience of disability. They conclude that while it is plausible that their child participants were self-directing agents who managed ‘their day-to-day lives and experiences of disability in a matter of fact way’, they prefer the explanation that their child participants were ‘neither “in denial” nor fully in command of resisting the various barriers they face’; they lacked ‘a language with which to discuss difference’ (30), lacked positive role models of disabled people, and thus were without a counter-narrative to dominant mainstream public narratives. However, the counter-narrative of the social model of disability, Connors and Stalker argue, has been constructed with scant attention to children’s narratives and they ask the question of how children’s experiences can be taken on board. 
In our study, the children’s age and impairment predicament meant we were not asking them to share their narratives verbally or otherwise explicitly, but we were still engaging in active listening based on ethnographic involvement in their lives. Moreover, as we engaged in detailed observations of the children in contexts which offered different opportunities and limitations, looking at what the children and adults did with and within those structures, we retained a constructivist view of the children as ‘active co-constructors of meaning and understanding’ (Freeman and Mathison 2009, 1) continually interacting with their environments and interpreting meaning both internally and socially.  

Early years context

This research was conducted in England where early years provision has evolved from family traditions emphasising community responses to care needs and from school traditions emphasising provision as preparation for school. Added to this mix is a keen interest in the potential of (belatedly) investing in early years provision as part of a universal and targeted strategy to prevent or compensate for individual and societal disadvantage. The legacy of special education and a drive towards more inclusive futures are also influential. As a result, the government ambition for integrated, coherent services ‘is a far cry from the current maze of different providers and services that parents must navigate’ (Sylva and Pugh 2005, 22). Government response to the diversity in available provision has included placing a stress on parental choice (DfES 2004a) and locating the child as potentially benefiting from being at the centre of personalised packages of education and care (DfES/DoH 2003; DfESa 2004b).
Parental response to the diversity of provision, where local and national policies give them the flexibility to do so, has sometimes been to combine special and mainstream placements to get the ‘best of both worlds’ (authors 2007). This is often not as clear-cut as combining one special and one inclusive setting as many settings are in 

various states of 'in-between-ness' from segregation or integration to inclusion (Corbett 1997; authors 2007). Combining provision, though, can mean access to different peer-groups, resources, levels of teacher directiveness (Aubrey 2004), and styles of interaction (authors 2007).
Diversity then characterises the social and cultural context to be understood as part of understanding the children’s construction of their worlds. The local case study contexts are embedded within a larger context, providing layered structures within which the children make meaning (Graue and Walsh 1998). Previous research tells us that the quality of children's communicative experiences differs according to the practices of a setting (Flewitt 2005a; Sylva et al. 2004) and that settings have different external pressures (Nutbrown and Clough 2006). 
Methods
Three four-year-olds with learning disabilities attending a mix of early childhood settings were found using contacts from an earlier study. For each child, the professionals from one setting acted as gatekeepers to the parents, who then acted as gatekeepers to the child and the second setting. Alongside self-definition in interviews and documents, a sense of the settings as special or inclusive was gleaned from observations informed by the Orchestrating Play and Learning Criterion of the Evolving Inclusive Practices Dimension of the Index for Inclusion (Early Years) (Booth et al. 2006). 
Detailed case studies were conducted involving live and video observations in the children’s homes and in all but one education setting (Helen’s infant school nursery class which declined to be observed), field notes, parental diaries, documentary analysis, and informal and semi-structured interviews with parents and key-workers/managers in the different settings. Data were collected in two phases in spring and summer 2007. Adult participants’ agreement to participate was viewed as ‘provisional consent’ (Flewitt 2005b) and children’s assent was gauged on a moment-by-moment basis by the parents and practitioners who knew the children well. For example, during observation at home, Jamie fell and became tearful; his mother indicated this was a sign of tiredness, so the researcher withdrew.

Analysis of video data, assisted by the software package Transana, was structured around qualitative, iterative and inductive interpretation including purposive coding of setting, resources, activity, mode, nature of interactive space, function and outcome. Coding of mode focused on touch, gaze, facial expression, body orientation etc. Coding for interactive space included categorization of episodes as child- or adult-led, supervisory, instructive, co-constructive, or playful. Codes for function and outcome addressed social inclusion, so the function of the interaction might be greeting, choosing, exploring, or joining in and the outcome might be joint attention, mutual pleasure, sustained shared interaction, exclusion or rejection. 
Findings: Negotiating disability through everyday experiences
We present the case study findings via a series of illustrative vignettes drawn primarily from the observational data. These are intended to provide the reader with a vicarious experience of the children’s different settings without negating the presence and subjectivity of the researcher (Stake 1995). The vignettes illuminate the children’s everyday experiences, focusing on a specific area of activity common across the settings for each child.
Mandy

Mandy was formally described on her Statement of special educational needs in terms of her syndrome, her epilepsy and her nature as a ‘happy, contented little girl’. She lived at home with her parents and younger sister and attended a suburban Sure Start Children's Centre, a forty-minute car journey from home two mornings per week, and a local village Playgroup another two mornings. The Children’s Centre was described by the local authority as a ‘special-inclusive setting’, that is, mainstream provision specially resourced for a proportion of children with physical and cognitive impairments. It was, however, closer to a special setting with its largely disabled peer group and its practice of special interventions by a range of specialists. The Playgroup, which was run by parents for local children, was described as an inclusive setting and the observed practices and ethos provided supporting evidence of this inclusivity.
In all her settings Mandy was seen as happy, affectionate, sociable, interested in exploring people and things, and determined. She was variously understood as a mixture of independent, dependent and vulnerable. The Children’s Centre focused on Mandy as ‘fully dependent’ on others for all her needs, whereas Playgroup staff and her parents stressed what she could do with adult support. Universally she was seen as someone making progress but who needed continued access to specialists. Only her parents described her as struggling, only professionals described her as compliant and amenable, and only at the inclusive Playgroup was she seen as ‘part of the group’. 

We focus on snack/meal time as an area of activity for analysis across Mandy’s settings:

Playgroup: Mandy is sitting beside the playgroup manager at a table opposite two girls who are chatting. The manager has placed two PECS cards
 on the table but does not yet refer to them. As Mandy eats, the manager communicates with her using natural language, focused gaze, touch and body movement. When Mandy has finished the manager draws her attention to the PECs image through a combination of words, changed gaze direction, withdrawal of touch from Mandy and then holding the cards up for her to see better. Mandy responds immediately and accurately to her prompt to find the picture of her milk, but as often happens in this busy setting, a boy who has wandered over tries to help Mandy make her choice by pointing. The manager withdraws the pictures, and gently tells him to let Mandy choose. He steps back bemused but watches on. The manager returns her focus to Mandy, repeats her question and Mandy responds without hesitation. The manager puts down the pictures and passes Mandy what she has chosen - her cup of milk - using words to congratulate her, followed by words, touch and body movements to close the interaction. 

As at all times in this setting, the vignette demonstrates the expectation that Mandy could and would make a considered choice and respect was shown for the time she might need for this. Mandy enjoyed focused adult attention in the company of other children who sometimes spontaneously included themselves in her experiences. In this setting, Mandy was able to negotiate agency through distributed competence which was played out sensitively by supporting others through their subtle use of multiple modes of communication, most notably, gaze, action and speech. 
Children’s Centre: Mandy is sitting at the snack table with three other children and one adult who is passing drinks and food. Mandy’s key-worker approaches and helps a boy into a supported chair. Both adults focus on the boy and Mandy waits patiently, then reaches out to her key-worker, trying to take a cup she is holding. The key-worker responds by asking 'Do you want a drink Mandy?’, then leaves to fetch a tissue to wipe Mandy’s nose. The other staff member passes Mandy an empty cup. Mandy takes the cup, pulls it towards her to drink but is told in a simplified, clipped fashion: 'waiting Mandy, waiting’. The adult then holds the cup and takes Mandy’s hand in hers, nominally to help her pour milk from a jug, saying ‘Pouring, good girl’. The key-worker returns and the cup is taken from Mandy with no explanation. Her hands are held in a gentle restraint as the key-worker wipes her nose. Mandy is given more milk and drinks thirstily. She is then offered grapes one at a time, but the adult attention is on helping the neighbouring boy and talking to children nearby. With her attention divided, it takes some time for the adult to notice Mandy’s intentional signals for more (reaching out to take the bottle of a passing child, then banging her open hand on the table using a signal for “more” that she has been taught in this setting). After seven minutes at the snack table, Mandy’s key-worker returns, helps her down from her seat and offers her a choice of play activities using PECs cards.

Mandy tried to affect her experience of snack-time at the Children’s Centre, but the unresponsiveness of the staff and their focus on the functional rather than communicative and social aspects of eating reduced her ability to influence using symbolic gestures. On other occasions the alternative strategy of grabbing was effective in securing attention. In this setting, despite using intentional and learnt gestures combined with gaze direction, Mandy required greater resourcefulness to make her meanings understood.
At home snack and meal times were highly social occasions shared by Mandy and her younger sister, Susanna (aged 18 months). 

At home: Mandy and Susanna are sitting in high chairs with their mother between them alternating her body orientation first to one child and then the other, chatting as she helps feed them. Mandy has some bread to occupy her hands and to feed herself, while her mum spoons spaghetti for her, sometimes leaving Mandy time to pick up threads of spaghetti to feed herself. Their mum talks naturally: ‘now leave it in your mouth please, Mandy’, ‘I think you should leave your bib on because this is a very messy tea’ and so on. She responds immediately to Mandy’s signals for more (opening her mouth wide, sometimes banging on the table with an open hand, and opening her arms while fixing her mum with her gaze) and to Susanna’s quiet requests for ‘help’ – either by helping or by asking her to wait a moment. When their Mum leaves the room to fetch dessert from the kitchen, the two sisters exchange gaze and speech-like sounds.

This communication, as with others in the home setting, was characterised by its unhurried pace, multiple modes of communication and tender responsiveness. In this context, Mandy was a competent social participant, able to draw on her mother’s and younger sister’s competences and responsiveness to effect her own agency.
Helen
Helen also lived at home with her parents and enjoyed regular contact with her extended family. She spent two mornings per week at an Opportunity Group a fifteen-minute car journey away in the local town, and three mornings per week at an Infant School Nursery Class in a small town a forty-five minute escorted taxi-ride from home. The Opportunity Group was described and operated as ‘a special setting for special children’. The Nursery Class, while described by the local authority as an assessment class and ‘special-inclusive setting’, functioned as locational and social integration, that is, as a segregated special class sharing some contact with a host mainstream environment.

Helen’s Statement defined her as ‘having epilepsy, developmental delay and a possible autistic spectrum disorder’. Some of the interactions and interventions across her settings were informed by this ‘diagnosis’ but other constructions of her dominated. She was talked of as a happy child who was making progress. The two education settings regarded her as needing high levels of supervision. The Nursery Class staff focused on her as an aggressive child, who was somehow unreasonable; their frustration was communicated in her home-school book. At the Opportunity Group the adults who worked with her spoke more positively but were puzzled by her unfathomable ways. Across all her environments Helen was seen as variously connected and unconnected, focused and unfocused, depending on her mood and circumstance. 
We were able to compare literacy episodes from home and the Opportunity Group, but we were unable to observe in the Nursery Class because, as they explained, our presence would distract other children. In common with all activities at the Opportunity Group, the observed interactions were adult-led and involved two adults. The function of the adult language was largely to prompt rather than to engage genuine conversational turns and the outcome was often passive acceptance from Helen.

Opportunity Group: Together on the floor with Helen both adults are holding the book they have selected and giving verbal input in support of each other and the activity. Questioning is accompanied by pointing but few pauses: “What are those Helen? What are those? What are they? What are those?” Little response from Helen leads to the adults filling the gaps – “are they ducks? Let’s give you a hand today”. The adults are warm in their comments and they seize on interest shown when Helen lifts a flap:  “Shall we look under the cushion? What’s that? What is it sweetheart?” Helen glances but gives no further answer. The adults sign cat and answer for her “cat…cat… good girl”. Helen seems to want to press on with turning the pages and this hurries the staff into quickly providing signs and spoken labels before the visual image is gone. They use her name to try to attract her attention “Where’s teddy? There’s teddy, Helen teddy”, also exaggerating their intonation and facial expressions to add interest, but largely failing to move Helen’s gaze from the book to their faces. At the end of the book Helen says “ted” and wins great praise with celebratory “teddy, good girl”.  

Literacy at the Opportunity Group was dominated by adult physical presence and language with a potentially confusing profusion of non-iconic and iconic gestures and signs cluttering the interaction. The adults eager prompting restricted the communicative space for Helen. Consequently, Helen’s attention was fleeting and she made little attempt to gather meaning from the activity. In direct contrast, an adult-led literacy activity at home the same week showed the simple rhythmic pattern of a familiar rehearsed game and a sense of mutual fun; this achieved richer vocabulary, greater interest and competence from Helen. 

At home: Helen and her father are looking at books together on the settee. Helen’s dad leads, pointing, “what number’s that?”, Helen replies “one”, her dad repeats “one…two…what’s that?” Helen responds, “three” and dad confirms “that’s it”. Helen’s competence is assumed and she responds accordingly in a competent way. She leans in, looks carefully and is fully involved. The questions and pointing continue with Helen wringing her hands and curling up her upper body apparently in pleasure and concentration. Her dad asks, “What’s that?” and Helen’s loud approximation of the question leads her dad to prompt, “fff” and they say “four” in unison. They continue up to ten when her dad says, “well done, shall we give you a clap”; this makes Helen giggly and they clap together. The activity moves on to colour-naming: Dad - “Right then, what colour is that?”, Helen - “red”, Dad - “good girl”. They continue through the colours with verbal affirmations from dad. Helen’s level of arousal is high and when the next thing in the book is different she gets up, turning on spot, writhing and vocalising agitatedly. Her dad calmly says “shall we go back to colours again then?” He turns the page and they continue as before. The activity builds into a game and the dyad becomes more playful, with Helen’s dad bringing in elements of burst-pause rhythm and tease.

Helen’s father was skillful at gently adjusting the activity for optimum arousal levels and sense of achievement. In turn Helen demonstrated knowledge and abilities that neither education setting knew about. She spoke her answers confidently and the whole experience was very affirming of her as a competent individual. Both parties gave the activity quality attention and they matched each other’s intonation and mood as their gestures and cheers resonated. 

Jamie
Jamie lived at home with his parents and went with his dad (who was blind) each afternoon to an urban Playgroup fifteen minutes away on the bus and each Saturday morning to a Sure Start Dad’s Club. The Playgroup was one of the local authority’s special-inclusive settings, but it operated integration of a distinct group of children, supported by special programmes, in the largely unchanged practices of the previously mainstream provision. Jamie was one of these children with special programmes relating to speech and general developmental delay, although he did not yet have a statement of special educational needs. The Dad’s Club was described as an inclusive setting and practised as such.
Jamie was primarily and comprehensively regarded as exceptionally close to his family. He was seen across the settings as happy, sociable, competent, making progress and growing in confidence. At the Playgroup he was also considered ‘endearing’ and ‘vulnerable’ and at the Dad’s Club quiet. His parents celebrated him as a fighter against the odds (numerous medical problems) and as a prize they were lucky to have. Jamie happily engaged in gross motor activity in all his settings. 

Dad’s Club: Jamie selects the pedal car in a self-initiated activity and begins pursuing another child on a tricycle. He is competent in propelling the car swiftly and at manouvering but he does not keep up. He sets off on his own route, but looks back over his shoulder at the other child who then pursues him. When he is over-taken he heads back in his own direction toward the other children. He shows resourcefulness and determination in standing up to help the pedal-car over a ridge. He goes forward, reverses and sets off on a long path to the outer part of the garden. He is pursued by two other children on tricycles who later pass him. On the next circuit there are four children in convoy and they intermittently come up close enough to partially propel the child in front along. Jamie is at the front of the convoy, happily vocalising and dramatically moving his steering wheel. He ends by steering up close to his dad and getting out of the car to run after him as his dad walks away.

In this activity Jamie was just another child, playing independently of adult support in a group of mixed-age children. He had the time and space to enjoy his physicality and rehearse his skills supported by a desire to participate; the involvement of older children created challenge and interest.

Playgroup: Jamie is playing with hoops outdoors with other children and teenagers on voluntary work. Jamie holds a hoop and watches with interest as the teenagers roll hoops along the playground. Another on-looking child hands her hoop over and throws her ball through Jamie’s hoop. They move into position to work together and it is unclear who initiates the activity. A teenager notices them and takes Jamie’s hoop and rolls it for him, he chases it happily and picking it up, turns to pursue the game. This teenager has become distracted but another spots him lining up his hoop and encourages him to roll it to her which he does. His hoop does not get far before falling to the ground, but he jumps up and down in excitement, picks it up and has another more successful attempt. He notices the first teenager again who is holding lots of hoops. He goes to her and she helps him to hold the hoop and roll it to the other girl. There are four turns of this, but Jamie is assisted in a hand-over-hand way and the spontaneity and independent goal-oriented play are gone. Jamie takes charge again and claims a hoop for himself and independently throws it. It falls, but undeterred he re-gathers it and another hoop and tries again. This time the hoop travels well and the teenager leaps over it in motion. She claps and he jumps up and down at his success. They repeat this and Jamie is keen to point out his success to the other teenager who brings him another hoop for another turn. 

In this episode Jamie showed his motor skills and his ability to give prolonged attention, steering the activity towards his own interest. He was happy to keep trying regardless of occasional difficulty or failure and he was comfortable and playful in the company of teenagers, who he appeared to treat as older peers rather than staff. 
At home Jamie had little outdoor space, but enjoyed playing football along the hallway of the flat. He was filmed in this activity with his older cousin. 

At home: Jamie initiates, declaring to the researcher happily ‘play football shall we?’ He is supremely confident in this familiar activity and verbally directs his cousin to where she should stand. He kicks, blocks and tackles with skill, varying the pressure of his kicks and concentrating fully. He laughs as his dad playfully intervenes on the ball from his position off the hallway. As his dad commentates he becomes more playful, animated and verbal. Prompted by his dad Jamie role plays taking a penalty, saying ‘like dat’. On occasions Jamie looks up into his dad’s face smiling, comments ‘right’ when he renews his efforts and ‘yeah’ when he does well. He verbally praises his dad’s kicks, ‘that’ it, goal’, and gives loud macho style comments, ‘right chaps, run!’ (and more unclear words) … ‘go on, go on dad, keep going’. His dad prompts changing ends and the game continues.

Jamie’s exertions in this episode were part a rise to the challenge of playing with the older cousin who gave him no leeway but who was less competent at football than him! This was exciting, challenging and rewarding for him – an activity in which he was not vulnerable. In his home setting Jamie’s agency was nurtured. His competence was assumed, and supported through attentive shared activities, props and encouragement. This was where he used verbal communication most. Observations showed that each of Jamie’s settings offered him slightly different opportunities: independence from adults at the dad’s club, new skills at the playgroup and imaginative involvement at home as competent member of the tight-knit family unit. 

Discussion
The multimodal construction of barriers and competences

The case study data powerfully illustrate the diversity of the children’s communicative experiences. The multimodal approach unpicks the interactions and provides the detail of how social practices in different settings can be inclusive or exclusionary. By accompanying each child to her or his different settings, always in the same week and sometimes even on the same day, we were able to gather data that made visible how barriers were sometimes built up subtly around the children’s ‘doing’ (referring back to Thomas 2004). More subtly still, the data also suggest the young children’s ‘being’ was sometimes curtailed through adults unwittingly constraining and undermining the children’s sense of their competence. 
Often accounts of the children (in formal documents or professionals’ comments recorded in interview) presented them as less competent than they evidently were in their most enabling contexts. These were settings where the children shared activities and achieved tasks through multimodally negotiated distributed competences; their competence was partly ‘a product of social and relational networks’ (Goodley 2001, 220). More specifically, our data illustrate how distributed competences were frequently played out silently through gaze direction, joint focus and touch.

Whatever setting, the building of relationships was important for the quality of the children’s social experiences. In settings where the adults were consistent and adult expectations of the child were high there were a high number of interactions with intentional meaning-making on the part of the child, although Jamie, for instance, still functioned in less supported situations such as with the teenage Playgroup volunteers, whose lack of assumption of any ‘special’ need apparently led to Jamie assuming a role of competent peer. Different settings prioritised different communication modes and the children were adept at negotiating these, often speaking or communicating naturally at home and adopting less sophisticated modes of communication elsewhere. This is not to downplay the importance of sign or symbol communication for supporting the children’s developing competence as communicators, but to reinforce that the children operated a level of flexibility in their communication options. 

Negotiating structure and agency in different settings
The data show how the children’s settings offered different levels of structure, frequencies and modes of interaction, expectations and activities. They show how the combination of settings meant that the children had more varied opportunities to express themselves. Benefits to be gained from involvement in multiple settings were not automatic however. They depended a great deal on the agency of the children and of the adults in the settings and how these could be enacted in the interactions the different environments fostered or allowed. This is in keeping with the concept of a continuum of disablement and enablement, which is associated with the social model of childhood disability, and which resonates with the World Health Organisation’s International Classification of Functioning Disability and Health for Children and Youth (ICF-CY). This defines a person’s functioning in terms of impairment factors and activity, participation and environment factors. As Lillvist (2009, 3) observes, ‘a fundamental notion in the ICF-CY is that consequences of disablement are context sensitive, due to both facilitating and restraining factors in the environment’. 
Nutbrown and Clough (2006, 1) assert that ‘every early years setting represents a culture which is created by children, practitioners, parents and others’. In the detailed episodes brought to life in the vignettes above, empirical data illustrate the importance of those cultures and how the delicate balance between structure and agency is mediated through the diverse cultural resources available in each setting. The children were differently able according to their settings and the settings were differently enabling according to the interactions that took place there. These interactions were played out differently because of what the different parties brought, which in turn was defined by the histories, structures and aims of the different settings. The children’s agency was thus shaped in and by contexts in a transactional process (Sameroff 1975). It is enabling transactional processes that social reciprocity interventions with disabled young children and their families try to foster (e.g. Rose and Calhoun 1990; Mahoney et al. 1998). In these data we see enabling transactional processes at work without intervention in naturalistic contexts, particularly but not exclusively in the children’s homes.
The strengths of home learning environments have recently been illustrated in research by Siraj-Blatchford (2009). This is particularly important because of the positive focus on the richness found in minority ethnic and working class families, in contrast to the dominant discourse of impoverished interactions poorly preparing children for school. Siraj-Blatchford’s data resonated with that of Edwards and Alldred (2000) in that she found ‘the children exercised their agency and were very active in maintaining these positive HLE [home learning environment] practices’ (Siraj-Blatchford 2009, 7). This was supported in our study too, where the children’s learning disabilities did not detract from their ability to elicit, prompt and reward certain styles of interactions in the freer, more responsive contexts of their homes. Thus, as argued by Davis and Watson (2002) agency and structure were in play simultaneously.
Observation as insight into children’s perspectives
Mannion (2007) raises questions about the extent to which the new studies of childhood have prioritised children’s perspectives and children’s worlds, arguing that re-framing is needed to bring back into focus child–adult relations. Many researchers are now listening to children’s voices, but as Schiller and Einarsdottir (2009, 127) argue drawing on Mannion
Listening to children’s voices in research and practice is a useful starting point, but at the same time we need to understand how children’s lives are co-constructed by the actions of key adults because child–adult relations and spatial practices are central in deciding which children’s voices get heard, what they can speak about and what difference it makes.

The child-adult interactions in our case studies stand alone as observed phenomena without the support of the children’s voices in interpreting them (although adult interview data have informed them). This can be critiqued as being as much about the researchers’ perspectives as children’s perspectives. Our week-long periods of observation in the spring, repeated in the summer, can be little more than snapshots of the participants’ daily lives. Nonetheless, we suggest this provided sufficient immersion in the field for the case studies to illustrate very powerfully the role of child-adult interactions in supporting or hindering the children’s agency and their processes of making meaning. 
Observing young children with learning disabilities provides insights that cannot be gleaned in other ways. Being young (and disabled) does not mean that children have ‘nothing to say’ (Thomson 2008, 1), just that we may need creative ways of listening. In this research we have focused on the range of modes in which the children express themselves and we have attended to ‘the things that are unsaid’ and unexpected (Thomson 2008, 4). This has allowed us to show how the children’s ‘voice’ is mediated by their social contexts and social experiences, and where sometimes settings claimed to be inclusive are not experienced by the children as such. 
While this was not research with research participants in the sense of participatory research (Kiernan 1999), we were sensitive to the power dynamics of the research and we did seek to observe in particular ways, resisting seeing the children as passive objects of clinical interest. Mayall (2002) critiques how children have been taken for granted in traditional research where adults resist facing the challenges to their power over children and childhood. We hope that through our handling of the data we have shown the children to be actively negotiating their positions, moment-by-moment, within micro-cultures in which ‘subject positions are prescribed and proscribed’ and ‘differentially available’ (Benjamin et al. 2003, 549). We have actively sought not to research the children as ‘children with special needs’, for as Clough and Barton (1995) argue, such research constructs, and not merely reflects, special educational needs. Instead we have sought to construct the children as active negotiators and meaning-makers, thereby taking a different stance on the power dynamics.
Practical applications of this research could include creating opportunities for staff in early years settings to observe (live or via video) children with learning disabilities in their optimal communication environments. Such observations could inform critical reflection on barriers to doing and being and discussion with parents about the children’s competences in different settings. The goal would not be to make the various settings uniform, but rather to make them consistently supportive in providing the multimodal communications, space and time for the children to express themselves. In this way the role and scope of the children’s social and relational networks in their distributed competences might be further enhanced.
Conclusion
In this paper we have addressed the particular absence of young children with learning disabilities in work using a social model of disability. Detailed empirical evidence is used to lend support for the argument that children with learning disabilities differently and actively negotiate their positions, make meaning and express themselves in different contexts. The evidence leads us to conclude that whatever the educational setting in which children are placed, those children negotiate their presence and their interactions with adults. In this process both agency and structure are fluid. Whether the early years settings are ostensibly special or inclusive, there are barriers to doing and being in the spaces created for children’s interactions. By contrasting these settings with children’s home learning environments the environmental nature of (learning) disability is laid bare.
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�  Picture Exchange Communication System - a picture-based approach to teaching symbolic representation
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