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Abstract 

This article reports on aspects of a small-scale study conducted in the south of England which explored the learning experiences of three 4-year-old children with identified special educational needs, who attended a combination of early education settings – one ‘more special’ and one ‘more inclusive’ (Nind, Flewitt and Payler, 2007). The paper reflects on the concept of inclusive literacy, and proposes that a model of literacy as social practice can provide an enabling framework for understanding how young children with learning difficulties interpret and use a range of shared sign systems. Drawing on an ethnographic, video case study of one girl, Mandy
, the paper gives an overview of her observed literacy experiences in the three different settings and then focuses on the collaborative, multimodal nature of the literacy events and practices she experienced. Detailed multimodal analysis highlights the salience of embodied action and the shapes of inclusive learning spaces in her inclusion in literacy events, and points to the importance of valuing individuals’ idiosyncratic and multimodal meaning making. The article concludes with discussion of how opportunities for literacy learning can be effectively generated in an inclusive learning environment for young children with learning difficulties.  
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1. Inclusion and Literacy as Social Practice 
The principles underpinning the United Nations’ move towards inclusive education firmly support individuals’ rights to education alongside their peers: 
Inclusion and participation are essential to human dignity and the enjoyment and exercise of human rights. Within the field of education, this is reflected in the development of strategies that seek to bring about genuine equalisation of opportunity.  (UNESCO Salamanca statement, World Conference on Special Needs, 1994: 11) 
These principles are represented in many early years curricula around the globe. For example, in New Zealand’s Te Whariki inclusivity is woven through all aspects of the curriculum; in the USA, the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) Amendments of 1997 contains a mandate that children aged 3-21 who have special needs should be placed in the ‘least restrictive environment’, with every effort made to place children identified with special needs alongside ‘typically developing’ children ‘when appropriate’ (see Cryer and Clifford, 2003:112). In the UK, there is an increasing concern with inclusion in the early years, but these principles are being put into practice through the historical legacy of a range of mainstream and special needs services. Research has revealed wide divergence in how services are provided at local and regional level, and over recent years, many parents of children identified with special needs have opted to combine the perceived benefits of more specialist settings, which are often at a distance from home, with those of more inclusive local services (Flewitt and Nind, 2007). 
A key dimension of inclusion is an individual’s right to literacy, yet there are different understandings of what inclusive literacy means for children with learning difficulties. Kliewer et al (2006) critically evaluate how people perceived as being ‘intellectually disabled’ have been, and often continue to be, denied literate citizenship. They challenge the all too common perception that citizenship in the literate community is an organic impossibility for people defined as intellectually disabled, and link this denial of rights to the experiences of other devalued and marginalized groups whose exclusion has historically been race or class-based
. 
Perceptions of individuals’ literacy competence necessarily pivot therefore on understandings of what literacy is, and there are currently two potentially competing interpretations of literacy. The first views literacy as a curricular goal and focuses on the development of skills-based reading and writing competences. This narrow approach is reflected in the current UK emphasis on phonology (DfES, 2006), and it is central to the USA ‘No Child Left Behind’ programme, which promotes a drill and skills-based approach to early literacy (US DoE, 2002). In this framework, becoming literate relies on the mastery of complex technical skills which pose particular challenges for learners who do not have well developed language and/or fine motor skills. Many teachers working with students with complex learning needs have been found either to exclude students from literacy activities due to their lack of cognitive ability (Kliewer, 1998), or to rely on conventional literacy teaching approaches, such as phonics, even though these have been found to be less successful than non-conventional methods (Lacey et al, 2007). 
The second, broader approach views literacy as the development of shared meanings through diverse symbol systems in social contexts – literacy as woven into the fabric of daily practices (Street, 1998). Viewing literacy as part of social practice acknowledges that children experience different kinds of literacy in different contexts, using a variety of symbol systems, and that literacy is learnt most effectively when it is used in meaningful ways in real life circumstances. In this framework, separating children from literacy experiences due to perceptions of their cognitive ability effectively devalues how they construct meanings in the social worlds they experience. 

Both these interpretations of literacy as skills-based and as social practice are acknowledged in the English Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) framework for communication, language and literacy (DfES, 2007): 
Children’s learning and competence in communicating, speaking and listening, being read to and beginning to read and write must be supported and extended. They must be provided with opportunity and encouragement to use their skills in a range of situations and for a range of purposes, and be supported in developing their confidence and disposition to do so. (DfES, 2007: 39)

With regard to inclusive literacy, EYFS states the need to recognise and respond quickly to ‘the needs of any children with learning difficulties or disabilities’, and to ensure ‘that the needs of the child are being met appropriately’ (1.9; 3.4 respectively). The word ‘appropriately’ may allow space for the expertise of a range of professionals, but it offers little overarching guidance on what may or may not be conceptualized as ‘appropriate’ for learners with varying degrees of perceived learning needs.  Furthermore, translating the term ‘rights’ (used only twice in EYFS) into ‘needs’ (used almost eighty times) emphasizes a necessity for practitioners to act whilst simplifying the complex social and cognitive processes involved in putting such principles into practice.
For young children identified with special educational needs during their first years of education, it is rarely clear what levels of literacy they may ultimately achieve, and a skills-based approach to literacy, which assumes a normative pace associated with age, may be considered by some practitioners as ‘inappropriate’ to their cognitive development. However, the second, broader definition of literacy as a social process, as adopted in this study, focuses on how young children interpret and use a range of shared sign systems rather than on cognitive ability. These divergent viewpoints are reflected in the title to this paper, where Mandy’s mother fully acknowledged her daughter’s exploration and enjoyment of books, while recognizing her need for guided support in more conventional literacy practices.  
2. Multimodal Literacy Events and Practices
Heath (1983: 392) describes literacy events as ‘those occasions in which the talk revolves around a piece of writing’, and suggests that literacy events are shaped by social interactional rules that regulate talk around texts. Similarly in New Literacy Studies, literacy events are viewed as instantiations of socially and culturally situated literacy practices (Street, 1988). A multimodal approach to literacy events and practices broadens the scope of enquiry to consider how meanings are created through multiple ‘modes’ of communication, such as the embodied modes of gesture, gaze, movement, words, vocalisations and alternative and augmentative communication systems, including sign, symbol and formal programmes (such as Picture Exchange Communication Systems
 (PECS)). 
From a multimodal perspective, language is just one mode among many, which may or may not play a central role in interaction at a given moment (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2001). A ‘text’ may be ‘a piece of writing’, or it may be a drawing, a young child’s early mark-making or an embodied action that represents and conveys a particular meaning. Research in this field has begun to reveal how children develop literacy in many ways, not just through language, but through recognising and learning how combinations of different modes all contribute to literacy practices. Flewitt (2005a; 2005b) describes how young children expressed fluent understandings through combinations of language, gesture, gaze and body movement, and how their choice of modes was shaped by social and cultural processes.  Lancaster (2006, 2007) showed how very young children use bodily modalities to evolve syntactic and morphological structures. Multimodal research has also shown how children express complex understandings through pictures and artifacts (Anning, 2003; Pahl and Rowsell, 2005; Stein, 2003; Flewitt, forthcoming). 
By viewing language as just one ‘instrument’ in an orchestra of shared sign systems, this article explores how a multimodal approach to literacy events and practices can help to break through some of the barriers that may prevent children with special educational needs from participating in enjoyable, inclusive literacy practices. 
3. Methodological considerations for researching inclusive, multimodal literacy practices
In order to collect the kind of in-depth data that is needed to add to existing knowledge of the literacy experiences of young children with special educational needs, the study followed a qualitative, interpretive tradition using ethnographic, video case studies. By considering the children’s literacy practices at home and in two early education settings, the project gave deep insights into the socially situated nature of their experiences and into the different meanings that participants brought to the observed literacy events. 
The study was framed by a social model of disability. This makes a distinction between impairment - a functional limitation that affects a person’s body - and disability, or barriers that are embodied in socio-culturally situated attitudes and practices (Oliver, 1990). Viewing disability as a social but not inevitable consequence of impairment permits the exploration of how different practices can facilitate or restrict young children’s participation in different social and communicative opportunities and the impact this has on their literacy experiences.

The multiple methods of data collection included: 

• a review of related documentation, including the children’s Statements of Special Educational Needs and home-school correspondence; 

• video observations at home and in the ‘more inclusive’ and ‘more special’ settings to capture the multi-sensory, multimodal dynamism of children’s meaning-making (total up to 6 hours video recording across the settings for each child, plus 3-5 further hours’ general observations); 

• field observation visits to produce descriptive portraits of each early years setting informed by a purposeful sample of indicators from the Orchestrating Play and Learning Criterion of the Evolving Inclusive Practices Dimension of the Index for Inclusion (Early Years) (Booth, Ainscow and Kingston, 2006) and a selection of items from the ECERS-R scales (space and furnishings and interactions) (Harms, Clifford and Cryer, 2005); 

• semi-structured interviews and informal ‘chats’ with staff and parents to explore different constructions of particular events, children and needs; 

• home diaries of the children's weeks completed by the children’s parents; 

• field and diary notes. 

The three case study children were identified by contacting settings recommended by the local Early Years Childcare and Development Partnerships. They were all aged four, with particular learning needs, and attended a combination of ‘special’ and ‘inclusive’ settings. In all, 9 settings were studied (1 home and 2 settings for each case study child) (Nind, Flewitt and Payler, 2007). General field observations to the early years settings were made in Winter/Spring 2007 by two researchers. Detailed case study data were then collected in two rounds during one week in Winter/Spring 2007 and one week in Summer 2007. During each week, parent and staff interviews were conducted, along with video observations of each child at home and in the two early years settings. For the purposes of clarity and brevity, this paper focuses on data from one case study of Mandy, a 4-year-old, white British girl with global learning and mobility difficulties. The issues discussed emerged across the full data set. 
Data analysis was structured around qualitative, iterative and inductive interpretation of video data supported by interview transcripts, field and diary notes and analysis of inclusion indicators, with cross-researcher checking and discussion of emerging findings. To build up detailed descriptions of how interactions were constructed through multiple modes, the video recordings were viewed many times, with image only, and with both sound and image. The Computer Aided Qualitative Data Analysis Software package Transana was used to identify patterns in the data, to select key episodes for more in-depth analysis and to enhance the systematic, rigorous scrutiny of the complex multimedia data set. 
Ethical issues were given the highest priority owing to the sensitive nature of the data and potential vulnerability of participants. The children’s consent to participate was gauged on a moment-by-moment basis by the researchers, supported by the views of parents and practitioners. All participants’ consent was viewed as provisional upon the research being conducted within a broadly outlined framework and continuing to develop within participant expectations (Flewitt, 2005c). Interviews gave parents opportunities to talk about their children, gain greater understanding of their position and greater involvement with their children’s early childhood experiences. Staff interviews gave practitioners opportunities to reflect upon their practice and to gain insights into each other’s views. 

4. Constructions of child competence across the settings 
Mandy spent two mornings per week at a newly opened inclusive, suburban Sure Start Children's Centre (a 30 minute drive from home) and two mornings at a long established, rural and local preschool playgroup. The Children’s Centre had a 50% quota for children identified with special needs, and had access to on-site specialists and physical therapy resources. At the time of the study it had not attracted its full quota of typically developing children, so the cohort was predominantly children with special needs. Observations and assessment of this setting based on the Index for Inclusion (Early Years) (Booth et al, 2006) suggested that provision in this setting was more special in nature than inclusive (see Nind, Flewitt and Payler, 2007). In the local village playgroup, several children had been identified with special needs, but Mandy was the only child with more complex needs. Using the same criteria for assessment, provision in this setting was characterised as inclusive rather than special or just mainstream in nature.

In her Statement of Special Educational Needs Mandy was constructed in terms of her syndrome (Angelmans), her epilepsy and her nature as a ‘happy, contented little girl’. The Statement mentioned her ‘delayed development’, particularly communication, gross and fine motor skills, and stated her need for ‘a multi-modal approach to communication’, ‘enhanced staff pupil ratio where staff are skilled and experienced in teaching children with complex learning difficulties’ and ‘assistance from all therapies’. It also stated her more ordinary needs for ‘opportunities and support to promote play and social skills’ within a ‘modified and differentiated’ Foundation Stage Curriculum. 
Numerous references were made in interview data from home and both settings to how Mandy enjoyed exploring toys and artifacts, listening to, feeling and mouthing things, experimenting with cause and effect toys, crawling towards and reaching for things, music and sensory activities. Her parents and the village playgroup emphasised her interest in looking at books and her enjoyment of stories. 

All settings recognised Mandy’s determined and independent nature, her dependence on adult support and her vulnerability e.g. from choking when mouthing on small objects or from falling. For example, the educational psychologist and the Children’s Centre described Mandy as ‘dependent on adult support for most activities and experiences’. By contrast, the playgroup staff and her parents tended to be more precise about what Mandy could achieve with adult support, mentioning her need for 1:1 support for art, sitting and walking. In the Children’s Centre interviews and documentation, there was an emphasis on the physical progression that Mandy had made, for example, learning to walk with the support of her walking frame. In the preschool playgroup interviews and documentation there was an awareness of a broader spectrum of Mandy’s independent achievements, in her movement, playing and socializing.    

More strikingly different constructions of Mandy concerned attitudes towards her inclusion and her learning abilities. The playgroup celebrated Mandy’s belonging with her mainstream peers and her rightful place as ‘part of the group’, but no strong sense of group belonging emerged from the Children’s Centre data, although her key worker mentioned in interview that she thought Mandy recognized some staff members. The playgroup was also unusual in never referring to Mandy as delayed. Close scrutiny of all written, interview and observational data indicated that for the Children’s Centre, Mandy was a ‘little girl with developmental delay’, whereas for the village playgroup she was just a little girl as individual as all the others. 

5. Variation in literacy practices across the settings

The observational data revealed the detail of Mandy’s social and communicative experiences in the different settings she attended, summarized in Figure 1 with an overview of the social or solitary nature of her experiences. At home, Mandy spent a little time playing on her own, but most time interacting 1:1 with her mother, father or visiting care worker, or in small group activity (usually with her sister and mother). While at playgroup, Mandy was highly socially engaged, spending very little time in solitary activity, over half her time 1:1 with an adult and almost 40% time in whole group activities. She also regularly joined in small group activities, but the high levels of 1:1 and 2:1 adult child support constrained the social potential of these activities and led to their categorization as 1:1. In the Children’s Centre, Mandy spent over 40% of her overall time in ‘solitary’ or ‘solitary near peers’ activity (such as exploring toys on her own, either at a distance from or near her peers), interspersed with many short bursts of focused 1:1 adult attention, mostly involving physical therapy associated with gross motor activity (such as fun stretching exercises, or walking with the help of a supportive walking frame). Most of her time in small groups at the Children’s Centre was spent eating snacks, which, partly due to the high levels of care needed by many children in this setting for this activity, tended to be functional rather than sociable occasions. No whole group play activities were observed in this setting.  
Insert Figure 1 here somewhere
Figure 2 gives a breakdown of Mandy’s literacy experiences in the three settings. Approximately 40% of her observed time at home involved some form of literacy activity, including colouring, sharing books 1:1 or with her mother and sister, or doing naming and sequencing activities. In playgroup, almost 30% of observed time was spent in a variety of literacy-associated activities, including: sharing books 1:1 with an adult; looking at books on the carpet on her own, sometimes with other children joining her; regular whole group book reading; clapping syllables with 1:1 adult support in a whole group activity. Mandy was able to select books from low shelves in a comfy book corner, and had ‘favourite’ books in her special toy box, for example, the manager explained: ‘she's got one book she likes that's Smiley Shark so I've bought her a card one for that so she has her own one and she loves looking at the pictures’. Mandy also engaged in a variety of table-top fine motor control activities, including painting, dough rolling, colouring, sticking and mark-making, always with 1:1 help, and sometimes with two adults for short periods to try and distract her from putting items in her mouth. 
Insert Figure 2 here somewhere
By contrast in the Children’s Centre, less than 5% of Mandy’s observed time was spent in a comparatively narrow range of literacy-related activities, including: briefly using PECS to offer choices out of two, or, more frequently, to show Mandy the next activity planned by staff; one brief painting activity with one practitioner, which was aborted as Mandy repeatedly tried to put the paints in her mouth; a relatively successful if short papier maché activity; and one very brief, solitary exploration of a book that she had come across on the floor. 
These findings evidence marked differences in Mandy’s social and learning experiences of different activity types, including literacy, in the different settings.  The Children’s Centre staff tended clearly towards a focus on administering short episodes of 1:1 physical therapy, whereas in the playgroup staff tended towards facilitating Mandy’s successful inclusion in the range of activities offered to all children. General observation and interview data indicated that the time samples analysed in detail were not atypical. Although it would be a gross over-simplification to interpret the patterns observed as the ‘more special’ environment viewing Mandy as special and the ‘more inclusive’ environment viewing her as ordinary, the findings do suggest that the legacies of special educational discourses (Skrtic, 1991) were evident in the Children’s Centre. It was only at home and in the village playgroup that Mandy took part in and received adequate adult support for successful participation in a range of literacy-related activities. 
6.  Inclusive multimodal literacy practices
In this section, I probe further into the data to take a closer look at one of many examples from the playgroup setting of how the organization of space, body orientation, embodied action and gaze contributed towards the performance of ‘inclusive multimodal literacy practices’ in this setting. A particular focus for analysis lies in how the physical structuring of an activity contributed to the construction of Mandy as a social and cognitive apprentice to the socially situated practices of this group of learners. 
A descriptive account of the entire extract chosen for in-depth analysis is given in Vignette 1. This sequence has been selected as it reflects many characteristics observed in the playgroup setting of how Mandy was fully included through the skilful orchestration of multiple modes in a range of literacy events. It was recorded mid-morning, during a whole group book reading of Jan Fearnley’s ‘Mr. Wolf and the Three Bears’ read by Jackie, the playgroup manager. 
Insert Vignette 1 here somewhere
Embodied action and the shape of inclusive learning spaces

This study is based on the view that human action is governed by social, cultural and physiological factors, which contribute to the performance of interaction and to the shape of learning processes.  The term ‘embodied action’ is used to refer to a range of muscular actions, including verbal action as well as other modes of bodily communication, such as the orientation of body, speech/ vocalisation, gaze, and movement
. 
Vignette 1 describes how the children were gathered on the carpet in a circle, with the adult story reader, Jackie, seated on a chair and Mandy in a supportive chair beside her. This typical, circular seating arrangement for group book readings in early education creates a shared space in which adult and child participants all have a constructive role to play. Pair and small group learning episodes have been described as ‘joint involvement episodes’ (Schaffer, 1996) and as evidencing ‘sustained shared thinking’ (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2003: v), yet these terms can also be used to describe whole and large group activities, where the open, circular shape of the space focuses attention on a learning object (the book) and fosters the co-construction of meanings in a group context. 
In this sequence, Mandy’s supportive chair affords her membership and independence within the group, whilst her position allows Jackie repeatedly to engage her attention with minimal disruption to the natural flow of the reading. The multimodal representation of the first minute-and-a-half of the sequence in Table 1 reveals how the shared thinking within the learning space was shaped through multiple modes of interaction, particularly through body orientation, direction and length of gaze, movements of the head, hand gestures, touch and talk. A quick glance down the columns shows that speech is just one of many modes used in Jackie’s initial negotiation of the children’s attention at the beginning of the book reading. She also uses gaze constantly to check the children are attending, and, by moving her gaze from them to the book, to direct their gaze to the object of attention in this learning episode (e.g. Lines 2, 6, 11, 18, 25). With Mandy, Jackie supplements her use of gaze with touch (e.g. Line 9, 15) to focus Mandy’s attention on the literacy activity, accompanied occasionally with quietly spoken single words (Lines 11and 13) as she suggests putting the toy to one side, followed by a more assertive question (Line 15). 
Insert Table 1  (multimodal representation) here somewhere

This is one of many observed learning episodes, where Jackie, who had a particularly close and sensitized relationship with Mandy, used her left hand momentarily to touch or stroke Mandy gently, sometimes to gain her attention and sometimes as encouragement and reassurance, while in her right hand she held or pointed to the cognitive focus of the activity, and supplemented this subtle signposting with the direction of her gaze towards the learning object in her right hand.  Jackie’s sensitive and responsive use of embodied action signaled respect for and inclusion of Mandy’s actions in 1:1, pair, small group and whole group activities, where the fine-tuned timing of talk, gaze, tone of voice, body movement, orientation and posture and the sensory experience of touch were combined to shape the co-constructive nature of the interactive spaces. 
Throughout this book reading episode, Jackie created for Mandy an open, interactive space, which provided an enabling mould for the development of her identity as a learner. This episode suggests the potential of embodied action in socially organised spaces as a powerful tool for including all participants in shared literacy events in educational settings. 
Multimodal literacy apprenticeship 

Again with reference to the multimodal detail shown in Table 1, we can see how the practitioner uses combinations of embodied action to induct all the children into the literacy practice of group book readings in early years education settings. By holding the book up throughout the sequence, Jackie signals that this artifact is to be the focus of everyone’s attention. At the beginning of the literacy event, her orientation and gaze are towards the children, but as she begins to read the title (Line 1), her gaze turns to the book cover. This shift in gaze to the book signals to the group that she is reading, rather than just talking, and her pointing gesture (Line 6) shows the children the author’s name – signaling that there is important, written information on the cover which is separate to the illustrations. Jackie then turns her body orientation and gaze to Mandy (Line 7, 9), says her name and touches her gently on the arm to fix her attention, which until that point has seemed focused on the toy in her hands. Jackie ensures she has Mandy’s gaze attention, then opens the book and leafs through its pages. This action signals that they are going to look inside, and conveys a sense of sequence to the reading that will involve turning the pages from the front to the back. Once Mandy’s gaze is fixed on the book, and her interest appears aroused, Jackie asks if she can take the toy, then gently takes the toy from Mandy’s hand, interpreting her lack of resistance and fixed gaze as a sign of acquiescence, and congratulating her with a smile and ‘Good girl’ before returning to face the group. This sensitively orchestrated action lasts just a few seconds, and results in Mandy’s attention being focused on the book. 
Through multiple combinations of modes, Jackie demonstrates for all the children how to read books. Her body orientation, and the orientation of the children in a circle on the carpet ensures that they can all see her actions and gestures, hear her talk, and see the structure of individual pages and the sequence of pages that constitute the book. The sequence illustrates the highly sensitized level of barely perceptible differentiation that can lead to the successful induction of novice and more experienced members of the group into the social practices of joint book reading activity.  Goodwin (2007) discusses how multimodal action typically characterizes processes of apprenticeship in many fields, such as archeology, surgery and scientific experiment, where new members are educated in both skill and attention as they repeatedly experience the environment of the community they are being inducted into:
Such multimodal action is efficacious in large part because it occurs within an embodied participation framework that creates a visible, public locus for attention and action that includes both relevant structure in the environment and the actions and bodies of other participants. This is especially important in situations of apprenticeship and education.  (Goodwin, 2007: 59)
Valuing idiosyncratic, multimodal communication 
Throughout this learning episode, all Mandy’s communicative moves are interpreted by Jackie as intentional and meaningful. For example, when Jackie reads about the plans to make baby bear ‘a birthday cake’, Mandy stops sucking her thumb, leans towards the book to see the picture of the cake, begins to rock excitedly to and fro and vocalises sounds as she does so. Quietly, before continuing to read, Jackie says to her ‘you like that don’t you?’ and continues with the reading. Mandy’s communicative ‘turn’ is cued by the story and Jackie’s response validates her understanding, including it as a contribution to the group’s enjoyment of the book reading. Jackie recognises Mandy as a symbolic being, able to express precise meanings albeit in non-linguistic and non-conventional modes. This recognition of the communicative competence of all children contributed to an ethos of respect and acceptance within the group, and fostered her inclusion as a member of the literate community. This in turn permitted Mandy to be an active player in a web of interactive, learning relationships, and within these to negotiate her constantly evolving identity as a learner.
In interview, all adults felt that Mandy had limited understanding of language, and they recognised the frustrations and limitations for her of struggling with the fine motor control needed to master augmented sign systems, such as signing or PECS. However, in the playgroup setting, as at home, Mandy was recognised as a uniquely valued member of the community. Her idiosyncratic modes of communication did not separate her from involvement in the curriculum, but were viewed positively as intentional meaning- making and as contributing to the richness of the group’s communicative make-up. 
Discussion 
As we have seen, the two early years settings that Mandy attended offered different levels of structure, activities and expectations, and their approaches to literacy emerged as an important theme in identifying inclusivity and differentiation. Even when strategies were common across settings, such as signing and PECS, they were often used differently and Mandy’s responses to them were frequently interpreted differently. The implication is that although personalised learning plans for children who attend more than one setting may be intended to offer continuity of provision, different staff may interpret the aims differently, so their benefits for children cannot be presumed. Whilst all the staff in both observed settings were without doubt working with the best possible intentions, the quality and quantity of sustained adult-child interactions were sometimes curtailed by pressures on staff to deliver therapies and special programmes, which in the more special setting tended to focus on physical rather than cognitive development, which in turn frequently denied Mandy access to the diversity of rich literacy practices experienced by non-special needs children. 
Where adults were consistent in their responses to Mandy, and had high expectations of her communicative development, Mandy was observed to be involved in a variety of literacy events and practices, and her contributions were celebrated as making valuable contributions in one-to-one, small group and whole group activities. This suggests that inclusive literacy pedagogy requires a clear understanding of literacy as social practice rather than as a narrow set of sub-skills required for reading and writing.
The building of relationships and sensitized responsiveness were also essential to the quality of Mandy’s communicative experiences. Recognising and valuing the multimodal richness of all children’s communicative competence, whether conventional or idiosyncratic, appears to be fundamental to nurturing all children’s literacy development and to fostering inclusive literacy practices. Effective inclusion in literacy practices appears to offer the potential to create opportunities for children with learning difficulties to enter into a web of relationships with adults and with their peers, where they can communicate meanings, express emotion, move towards showing empathy and be valued as full as members of the learning community.
The detailed multimodal analysis has offered a framework for unraveling how the physical layout of resources and embodied action in socially organised spaces contribute to the realization of meaning in educational settings, where separate semiotic modes are integral, interactive and very finely orchestrated. Further attention should be paid to the role of embodied action in the description and analysis of inclusive learning and apprenticeship in educational settings. 
Finally, there appears to be a politics of semiotic resources/modes, where the established priority given to the conventions of spoken and written language have an impact on what different settings offer. This small-scale study found that an orientation towards a setting being identified as in some way 'special' was associated with the prioritization of physical therapy and formal augmented communication, such as Makaton signs and PECS. This can squeeze out opportunities for the recognition of young children’s intentional, idiosyncratic communicative competences. Opportunities for staff in early years settings to observe (live or via video) the child in their optimal communication environment would help them to build on and complement this and to develop their responses based on their construction of the child as a valued and competent member of the literate community.
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Figure 1: Mandy percentage time interacting with others in the three settings
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Figure 2: Mandy percentage time in literacy activities in the three settings
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Vignette 1: Group book reading

Table 1: Multimodal representation of introduction to the book

Transcription Conventions: 

(?)
= word or phrase unclear 

(.)
= short pause (1 or 2 seconds)

 [
= overlapping speech

	
	Ppant & time
	Orientation
	Speech/ vocalisation
	Gaze
	Body movement
	Touch

	1
	J

12:25
	Towards circle of children
	Right (.) Mr Wolf and the three bears 
	From children to book
	
	Holding closed book

	2
	J
	
	and it’s written by
	Glance to circle of children, then back to book
	Points to name on book cover
	

	3
	J

12:30
	
	[Jan
	To child speaking
	
	

	4
	Child
	Towards centre of circle
	[I’m hungry (?)
	To J
	Holds stomach
	Child

	5
	J

12:35
	
	Are you hungry? I think we all are
	To child
	
	

	6
	J
	Towards circle of children
	Jan Fearnley
	Around the circle of children, back to book
	Pointing to author’s name on cover
	

	7
	J
	Twists towards M
	Mandy
	To M 
	Inclines head to M while pointing at name on cover
	

	8
	M
	Towards circle of children
	
	To toy she is holding
	Mouthing toy and turning it with hands
	

	9
	J

12:40
	Towards M
	
	To M
	Reaches to M with left hand until touches M’s arm, then moves hand back to book
	Gently touches M’s arm 

	10
	M
	Towards circle of children
	
	To J’s hand on her arm, follows J’s hand as it moves to book, so gaze rests on book
	
	

	11
	J

12:45
	Towards M
	Ok? (gently)
	To children then to book
	Opens book and begins to turn book’s pages
	

	12
	M
	Towards circle of children
	
	To toy
	Turning toy in her hands
	

	13
	J
	Towards M
	Look
	Glance from book to M
	Turning pages of book
	

	14
	M
	Towards circle of children
	
	To toy
	Turning toy in her hands
	

	15
	J

12:50
	Towards M
	Am I to take that away from you so you can see?
	To M
	Reaches forward to take toy with left hand
	Touches M’s arm and then toy

	16
	M
	Towards circle of children
	
	To J
	Stops moving toy
	

	17
	J
	To M
	Good girl
	To M
	Takes M’s toy and places it under M’s seat
	

	18
	M
	Twists towards book
	
	To book
	Rests hands on her lap
	

	19
	J
13:00
	Towards circle of children
	Patsy and Isabel 
	To two girls cuddling on floor
	Holding book up
	

	20
	P and I
	Towards circle of children
	
	Sit up straight
	
	

	21
	J
	Turns to staff in kitchen
	Could I have one helper please?
	To staff in kitchen
	
	

	22
	Staff2
	(out of shot)

Walking across group
	You may


	
	Sits on floor next to girls
	

	23
	J
13:10
	Back towards circle of children
	Right (.) Chrissy you’re not going to be able to see the pictures with your head down like that
	To Chrissie
	
	

	24
	Chrissy
	
	Sits up straight 
	To J and book
	
	

	25
	J

13:15
13:19
	To circle of children
	Right (.) can I begin?
	From child to book
	Twists sideways towards book she is holding up, opens book
	

	26
	Staff2

13:20
	Open to circle
	
	To M
	Passes a cuddly toy to M
	

	27
	M

13:21
	To circle of children
	
	To toy
	Handling toy, starts to rock gently to and fro
	28

	28
	J

13:20
	
	(reads) It was a special day for Mr. Wolf he was feeling very excited because today his friends the three bears were coming round for tea (.) it was baby bear’s birthday and Mr. Wolf was planning a lovely party for everyone
	To book
Glance to children

To circle of children
	Holding up book with both hands
	

	29
	J

13:45
	To circle of children
	
	Around circle of children, rests on M with toy, back to Staff2
	Points to floor
	

	30
	Staff2
	To circle of children
	
	To J
	Nods to J
	

	31
	M

13:46
	To circle of children
	
	Meets J’s gaze

To toy on floor
	Drops toy to floor, turns head to M then to toy on floor
	

	32
	J
	To circle of children
	
	To M
	Reaches to M with left hand
	Strokes gently on the leg, returns hand to book

	33
	M
	To circle of children, then twists to book
	
	From toy to thumb to book
	Begins to suck thumb
	

	34
	J
	To circle of children
	(continues to read book)
	
	Touches M gently on arm
	

	35
	M

13:50
	To circle of children
	
	To book, glance to J, to book
	Sucks thumb while turning head to book and J
	





Mandy is sitting in her supportive chair next to Jackie, as part of a circle of children gathering on the carpet. Jackie is holding up a copy of ‘Mr. Wolf and the Three Bears’ as she looks around the circle of children, and Mandy is holding a toy, which another practitioner has given her to keep her hands occupied for the duration of the reading. Jackie shows the book around the circle of children so they can all see the illustrated cover. Her gaze lingers for a second with Mandy, she leans towards her and pauses briefly to engage her attention by turning the pages of the book. Watching Mandy’s reactions carefully, she gently takes the toy from Mandy’s hands to gain her undivided attention: ‘Am I to take that away from you so you can see?’ Mandy responds by sitting in a more alert position and turns her gaze to the book. She watches the other children as they settle for the story, and another adult (S2) is called over to sit with the children on the carpet.  Unaware that Jackie has just taken a toy from her,  S2 passes Mandy another toy to hold.





Jackie begins to read, holding the book up so all the children can see. As she turns to the second page she glances around the children and notices Mandy’s attention is focused on another toy. Jackie turns her gaze to S2, points to the floor to suggest Mandy should not have the toy in her hands. Mandy follows her gaze and drops the toy, then begins to suck her thumb and turns her attention to the book. Jackie continues to read, sometimes pointing to the pictures and sometimes to the words, and occasionally touching Mandy reassuringly on her arm, which appears to refocus her occasionally wandering attention back to the book. From time to time, the manager breaks from the story to ask questions: ‘Why do they need to wash their paws?’, and the children volunteer responses. On these occasions, Mandy rocks her body gently to and fro in her chair, and her gaze follows from the book to the children talking, and back to the book. Sometimes, Mandy leans across towards the manager, reaching out her arm towards the book. The manager responds by pausing to give Mandy time to peruse the illustrations as she reads: ‘Soon they found the perfect thing to make … a birthday cake’. Mandy rocks excitedly to and fro, vocalising sounds in her excitement, and places her arm on the manager’s knee as she studies the illustration of the cake. 





The reading continues with Mandy sometimes sucking her thumb quietly and looking at the children, sometimes rocking gently along with the soothing, lilting tone of Jackie’s reading, and sometimes studying the book intently. Towards the end of the reading, Mandy turns to look behind her, and by fixing her gaze on an object while touching the manager’s arm, she indicates that she wants something. The manager follows Mandy’s gaze, sees what she is looking at: 'Is that what you want?' and passes her the toy that she had previously taken from her. Mandy now sits quietly holding and mouthing the toy, still glancing at the book occasionally until the story is finished. The reading session lasts eleven minutes.



























































� All names have been changed to protect confidentiality.


� The Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD, 2000) divides literacy into five levels: 1) People with very poor skills; 2) People who can deal only with simple material; 3) Roughly the skill level required for successful secondary school completion and college entry; 4) & 5) People who demonstrate command of ‘higher-order information processing skills’.





� A widely used and highly marketed behaviourist-based system developed by Bondy and Frost (1994) for individuals with autism


� For further discussion of  ‘action’ see Franks and Jewitt (2001)





