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Abstract

This socioculturally framed case study investigates the agency of young
children aged 2 years old during their digital media use in their homes
in Finland. The study has two objectives: (a) to portray children’s use of
digital media in homes and (b) to identify how, if at all, children’s agency
manifests itself in their digitally mediated activities in the home context.
The case study data were collected by means of the “Day in the Life”
methodology (Gillen, et al., 2007), which entails researchers visiting chil-
dren’s homes and collecting observational and video data over one full
day. The parents’ accounts were also taken into consideration by means
of an informal interview. The findings demonstrate how the children’s
agency manifested itself in child-initiated activities that

afforded children to make choices, and to take active, interactive and
creative positions around digital media. The children’s agency was me-
diated by the sociocultural contexts of their homes, including the nature
of digital media at their disposal and the rules, objectives and social
interactions between the child and adult(s). The study contributes to the
present-day understanding of the sociocultural conditions of children’s
agency and its manifestations in their digital media use at home.

Keywords: Young children, home, digital media use, agency, sociocultural
approach.
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Introduction

Digital devices are increasingly permeating many children’s everyday
lives already from birth (Chaudron et al., 2015; Suoninen, 2014). Yet, lit-
tle research exists currently on the ways in which young children use
and interact with digital devices in their homes (Kumpulainen & Gillen,
2017). In this study, we aim to enlighten young children’s (aged 2 years
old) digital media use at home with particular interest in young chil-
dren’s agency. We seek to investigate the purposes of children’s media
use at home and how their agency is mediated through their use of digi-
tal media. The study addresses a major gap in research; at present, there
is little research on young children’s agency in their use of digital media
in their homes, including how sociocultural contexts and relationships in
the home support these agentive processes.
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Understanding and researching young children’s agency

Our interest in young children’s agency draws on the sociocultural no-
tions of human agency and development (Kumpulainen & Lipponen,
2010; Lipponen & Kumpulainen, 2011; Rainio, 2010; Rajala, Martin, &
Kumpulainen, 2016). This is amplified by the United Nations (UN) Con-
vention on the Rights of the Child?, which holds that children have the
right to participate and learn in society and have the freedom to ex-
press their opinions on matters that affect their lives. We also draw on
the sociology of childhood by recognising children as active agents in
their lifeworlds who are capable of agency (Prout, 2005). Hence, in our
research, we hope to provide complementary insights into existing dis-
courses around digital childhoods that too often position children as vic-
tims and/or passive consumers of digital media. Generating research on
young children’s agency in their use of digital media in home contexts
and the sociocultural conditions for the emergence of agency are pivotal
to understanding children’s everyday lives, learning and wellbeing in the
digitalised society.

In our work, we view agency as situated, relational and represented by
the possibilities for acting within a setting. A child’s agency can manifest
itself in a social activity in which she or he initiates an idea, agrees with,
elaborates on, questions, or disagrees with what someone else initiated
or refrains from responding. It also depends on whether her or his action
is accepted, elaborated, questioned, challenged, or ignored’ (Gresalfi, Mar-
tin, Hand, & Greeno, 2009, pp. 53).

We do not interpret the child’s agency as innate. Rather, it is recognised
in relation to a particular subject position that is co-constructed into
being in children’s interactions with their lifeworlds, as embedded and
mediated by the personal history of the child in that position, as well as
in relation to the sociocultural resources that make the child’s agency
possible (Edwards & Mackenzie, 2008; Holland, Lachiocotte, Skinner, &
Cain, 1998). As our previous studies point out, different contexts hold

different structures of people, material artefacts, rules, objectives, time
structures and social interactions that mediate children’s agency (Saira-
nen & Kumpulainen, 2014). Hence, we approach children’s agency as
relational and context-dependent. Furthermore, following Prout (2005),
we regard agency as never fully possessed nor developed, but always
undergoing development and change (see also Greeno, 2006; Goncu &

1 https.//www.ohchr.org/Documents/Professionalinterest/crc.pdf
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Perone, 2005).

The sociocultural approach underscores human agency as dialectically
related both to the individual and to the activity of which the individual
is a part. Human beings are seen as social agents, dependent on other
people and diverse material and symbolic resources that communities
have developed over time. Agency is hence closely related to autonomy
and power relations in human activity and learning (Rajala, Martin, &
Kumpulainen, 2016).Agency is a process that is distributed and produced
between both human and non-human actors, including different arte-
facts, such as digital media tools and contents. Agency is regarded as a
dynamic hybrid that can be researched and understood only in relation
to these different entities. From this, it reasons that individual agency be-
comes merely a construction, as agency is always distributed, relational
and context-dependent.

The sociocultural theorising advocated by our work also underscores
that humans are not born as agentive beings but that agency develops
through participation in collective activities. We understand the develop-
ment of agency as a process of becoming, in which agency accounts for
being able to contribute to, influence and change the environment, in-
cluding the material conditions of one’s life (Holland & Lachicotte, 2007;
Vygotsky, 1978). Agency calls for experience, learning and development,
as well as courage and desire for agency (Lee, 2001). According to Martin
(2004), agency should be viewed at the same time as an emergent

capacity of the developing person and as a characteristic of interpersonal
interaction. This entails learning to control oneself by internalising cul-
tural values, traditions and tools and equally to learn to use these cul-
tural tools to overcome existing constraints and develop something new.
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Insights into empirical research on children’s agency

Although empirical research on children’s agency has received increased
attention in recent years (see e.g. Hilpp® Lipponen, Kumpulainen, &
Rainio, 2016; Kumpulainen & Lipponen, 2010; Rajala, Martin, &
Kumpulainen, 2016), there is little, if any, research on the ways in which
children manifest their agency in interactions with digital media in the
sociocultural context of their homes (Kumpulainen & Gillen, 2017).
Generally, we lack systematic knowledge of what counts as the child’s
agentive action in their use of digital media and of how such agency
develops.

In our earlier empirical research (Sairanen & Kumpulainen, 2014), when
investigating children’s sense of agency in transitioning from pre-primary
school to first grade, we operationalised agency in terms of six modalities
of agency,and we analysed how these modalities manifested themselves
in children’s multimodal accounts within and across pre-primary and
primary school settings. These are,namely, 1) being able to do something;
2) knowing how to do something; 3) wanting to do something; 4) having
the possibility to do something; 5) having to do something; and 6)
feeling, experiencing and appreciating something (Jyrkama, 2008).
Our findings from this study illustrate the nuanced and sometimes
contradictory ways in which the children related to and exercised
their agency across the pre-primary school and first grade and how
the sociocultural conditions and resources mediated these children’s
opportunities for agency.

Drawing on the conceptual work of Lipponen and Kumpulainen on
agency (2011), the study of Rajala Hilpp® Lipponen, & Kumpulainen
(2013) explored how students’ agency was co-constructed into being
in a Finnish upper secondary school based on a technology-mediated
interdisciplinary and collaborative inquiry project on local bicycle
conditions. In their study, they identified three different types of agency
in the students’social activities; epistemic agency was evidenced in those
interactions when the students were able to bring in their knowledge
and

experiences to joint inquiry and meaning making. Relational agency
manifested itself when the students were offering or asking for help from
each other. Transformative agency was realised in social activities when
the students created new solutions and/or perspectives to their inquiry
work, as well as when the students took concrete actions to influence
and make a difference in their local cycling routes.
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The study of Kucirkova and Flewitt (2018) investigated the views of
education professionals and app designers on the potential of digital
personalisation to promote young children’s reading and play with ‘smart
toys. The study reveals that a dominant theme addressed by the research
participants was the potential of digital personalisation to both enhance
and jeopardise children and adults’ agency. Drawing on the
conceptualisations of Walkerdine (1997) and Genishi and Goodwin (2008)
on human identities as multiple and shifting, Kucirkova and Flewitt
(2018) define agency to ‘mean the features and affordances in children’s
use of digital media permitting them (or not) to make choices, to add
content,to adopt active and interactive roles with digital features and to
(re)negotiate identity’ (pp. 5). The participants’ discussion of agency was
further operationalised into subordinate themes, including content cu-
ration, creativity, imagination, motivation, engagement, authorship, data
safety and security, attention, story ownership and marketization.

Next, we turn to discussing our case study on young children’s digital
media use in their homes.

Study

Our study has two objectives: (a) to portray children’s use of digital media
in their homes and (b) to identify how, if at all, children’s agency mani-
fests itself in their digitally mediated activities in the home context. This
study is part of the European-level DigiLitEY’s ‘A Day in the Digital Lives
of Children aged 0-3 project that thrives to increase the current state of
knowledge on young children’s digital literacy and multimodal practices
in homes and communities, including synthesising research on parental
support of children’s digital literacy development .

Research setting and participants

Our study is situated in a suburban metropolitan area in southern Finland
with families representing middle to high socio-economic background.
The study took place in children’s homes and in outdoor areas
constituting the child’s living environments. Two children aged 2 years
old, Emilia and Julia, and their families volunteered to take part in this
study. The children’s names are replaced with pseudonyms to assure their
anonymity.
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Research methods

The data were collected by means of the “Day in the Life” methodology
(Gillen et al., 2007; Gillen & Cameron, 2010), which entailed researchers
visiting children’s homes and collecting observational and video data
over one full day with a specific interest in the form of media being used,
the time, the purpose and place and the social context of usage. The
parents were also interviewed while being supported by a summary
video of their child’s day.

The data collection started with a preliminary discussion with the parents
before entering the home. The first home visit included a preliminary
familiarising discussion with the parent and the child and negotiating
the consent to participate in the research. The second visit was the ‘Day
in the Life’ visit, when researchers spent one full day videoing and
observing the child’s activities and making field notes from the beginning
of the child’s day of 4 to 6 hours. The researchers avoided participating in
the child’s activities, though in an ethical and child-friendly manner. We
discussed the length of the visit and the length of the videoing with the
parents, preventing the child from becoming exhausted by the visit. We
also put the camera away when we noticed that the child was disturbed,
e.g. getting nervous about the videoing or whenever the parents wanted
us to stop. The child was not videoed either when the child was sleeping
or going to sleep, eating or in the bathroom. During the final visit, we met
the parents and showed them a summary video of the recording—we had
both an informal discussion and a more structured interview about the
video. In sum, the data corpus of our analysis consisted of the videos and
observations from one (whole) day in each family home, interview data
with the parents about the summary video made from the child’s day and
parent questionnaire data.

2 http://digilitey.eu/working-groups/wg1-digital-literacy-in-homes-and-communities
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Data analysis

We transcribed the video data and used the transcriptions alongside the
video data during the analysis process. We complemented the video and
observation data with interview and questionnaire data. Our analysis fol-
lowed an ethnographic logic of inquiry (Castanheira et al.,2009) in which
the data analysis proceeds as a series of cycles and as a multi-step and
multi-phase recursive analysis process. First, we investigated the entire
data corpus and made content logs, that is, a time-indexed list of the
child’s activities over the day with and without digital media. The video
and observation data analyses were amplified by the parent question-
naire and interview data. We then turned to analysing the form of media
being used by the child, including the time, purpose and place and social
context of usage. Next, following the idea of Gresalfi et al. (2009), we
identified episodes that demonstrate children’s display of agency in their
use of digital media.

Next, we will illustrate purposefully identified samples from the entire
data corpus derived via the so-called intensity sampling method. This
entails identifying information-rich cases that manifest the phenomenon
of interest intensely, but not extremely (Patton, 1990).

Results

Our results section begins by providing situated information about the
sociocultural contexts of the children’s homes and their everyday lives at
home. This is followed by illustrations of the children’s agency in their
digital media use in their homes.
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The sociocultural contexts of the children’s everyday lives
Emilia

Emilia and her family live in a semi-detached house next to the nature
and forest. Her family includes herself and a mother and father. Both
parents have a master-level education, and her father is working full-
time while her mother is on a parental leave at home with Emilia, soon
returning to full-time work. Emilia spends her days at home and she
takes part in the activities of an early childhood education (ECE) center
a few times a week near home. At home, Emilia spends time in her own
room and around the whole house,and she spends time outdoors in their
own yard and in the forest nearby. Inside, she plays in her own room or
in the living room and/or corridors. Emilia’s parents have a tablet that
Emilia uses with her parents and by herself. In addition, they have a TV
and a laptop. Though Emilia does not have free access to the tablet, her
parents tend to negotiate whether she can use the device. Sometimes, her
mother may also suggest to Emilia when to use the tablet. On some days,
Emilia does not use any digital devices. The parents follow the advice
they received from the ECE center in regulating Emilia’s screen time on
the tablet. Before Emilia starts to use the tablet, her parents typically
inform her of how many minutes she can use it. Her parents expressed
that they did not want her to ‘over use’ the tablet or other digital devices,
but realised that learning to use digital devices was good for Emilia. The
parents were interested in what Emilia was doing with the tablet and
they expressed a desire to become familiar with the contents. At times,
they had a habit of watching TV together on a sofa.

Julia

Julia, her mother, her father and her younger sister all live in a terraced
house in a park-like neighbourhood with their own yard and a yard
shared with their neighbours. Julia is allowed to play alone in their own
yard and in the front yard. She is not yet allowed to go to the housing
cooperative’s yard. Both parents have a master-level education, and her
father is working full-time. Her mother has a full-time job as well, but at
the time of our study, she was on a parental leave at home taking care of
the children.Julia had access to her mother’s smartphone and to a tablet.
She also watched a smart TV. Sometimes she asked for access and some-
times she was asked if she wanted to use the digital devices. Occasional-
ly, her father used an application lock so that she was unable to change
the application on the tablet. Mainly, her mother did not use the lock.
Before using the phone or tablet, her parents negotiate with Julia about
the use and the content, as well as the duration of use. She used the de-
vices both by herself and with her parents. Julia’s parents wanted her to
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use the digital media and did not feel it was harmful for her. With digital
devices, they wanted to support Julia’s interests: music and dancing, and
they found digital media helpful for communicating with relatives and
friends. Her parents also emphasised Julia’s English learning via English
speaking programmes and applications.

The children’s use of digital media in the home

Our data revealed various uses of digital media in both Emilia’s and Ju-
lia’'s homes. A tablet and a smartphone played key roles in both children’s
everyday use of digital media. The children used the devices alone or
together with a parent. Both the children’s parents were aware when
their child was using the device, though they did not always know the
purpose of the use. The children typically asked for permission to use
the media, or their parent suggested the child might like to use a certain
app or watch a video, for example. Neither of the children used digital
media without permission. In both families, the parents had rules and
restrictions for their child’s use of digital media agreed upon with the
children. In both cases, the children themselves also regulated their own
media use according to joint rules and time restrictions. Altogether, we
can summarise that in both families who took part in our study, the chil-
dren’s digital media use was controlled and structured.

Both Emilia and Julia used digital media for different purposes. The chil-
dren used tablets for watching videos (typically children’s TV or YouTube
videos), playing games,searching for information and for creating sounds.
The children used smartphones to watch videos—often self-made and
about their own lives—as well as to take photos and to communicate
with family members (including grandparents) and friends. We also found
both Emilia and Julia discussing media content with a parent and show-
ing media content to a parent and/or giving instructions to the parent
about media use. We observed the children reading a text message with
a parent and writing a WhatsApp/text message with emojis (also on their
own). The children also made calls to their friends and family members.
The children’s use of digital media also included scrolling through a tab-
let’s launch pad and wandering from an application or from a game to
another, with no specific purpose from the outset.

Our data also suggest that the children’s everyday lives were not only
permeated by digital media, but it involved interacting and playing with
adults and other children using more traditional toys and tools in the
home and outside, reading traditional print-based books and picture
books, drawing and cooking and doing other mundane activities in the
house together with the parents. In addition, the children were found to
use digital media as part of their other play activities; thus, we saw evi-
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dence of hybridised activities in which old and new artefacts and tech-
nologies and online and offline worlds dynamically interact and merge
(see also Marsh, 2014).

Manifestations of the children’s agency in their digital media use at home
Communicating with the grandmother

Our first example demonstrates the manifestation of Julia’s agency in
her interest-driven use of digital media as a means of communicating
with her grandmother. Julia’s agency is co-constructed into being with
her mother who notices from her own smartphone that Julia has received
a text message from her grandmother. The grandmother has written the
text message with letters and emojis. Julia’s mother reads the written
part of the message aloud to Julia and together they read and interpret
the emojis and discuss the meaning of the message. Julia’s mother gives
the phone to her, leaves Julia alone and encourages her to respond to the
grandmother. This encouragement leads Julia to respond to her grand-
mother by herself and she writes the message with emojis and sends it
off from her mother’s smartphone (see Figure 1). After Julia has written
and sent out the message, she shows it to her mother and they read the
message aloud together.

This example shows how Julia’s agency was mediated by her mother and
grandmother, but also by the digital media and its multimodal textual af-
fordances (other than printed text). Julia does not meet her grandmother
often, but they are in touch almost daily due to the mediation of digital
technologies. Her grandmother sends her messages with emojis, which
she is able to read although as she does not yet know how to read
printed text and letters, and her mother reads the written parts of the
messages aloud.Julia is also able to respond to her grandmother by emo-
jis and in this way actively share narrations about her day and the latest
news.
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Figure 1. Julia is writing a message to her grandmother.

Playing with sounds

In this example, Emilia is sitting on a sofa using a music application that
she has independently located whilst glancing through different applica-
tions she is allowed to search on the tablet. In this app, there are
different pictures that make different sounds. First, she is just going
through the pictures, tapping them one by one and listening to different
sounds. Her father joins in to see what she is doing and for a while asks
questions about the sounds and the app, but he eventually leaves her to
make the sounds again by herself. Soon Emilia becomes distracted, and
she changes places from the sofa to the floor. After this, her mother joins
her to see what she is doing. The child starts to show the sounds to her
mother and together they get excited about tapping the pictures and
creating the sounds, and they shake their bodies to the rhythm of the
sounds.

In this example, we can witness Emilia’s agency in her use of a
sound-making app on a tablet. The sounds make her laugh and she be-
comes interested in tapping the different sounds. Her mother gets ex-
cited about the sounds as well, and together they start to create sounds.
Here, Emilia’s agency is mediated by the sound-making app, her mother
and the rules the parents have set for her usage of the tablet. The rules,
that is, her parents giving her a certain amount of freedom in using the
tablet, give her the opportunity to explore different applications, which
results in Emilia locating a sound creation application that attracts her
attention. Our example also shows how Emilia’s parents are following
her from some distance and that they are interested in what she is doing.
They let her play with the app, and in the end her mother joins her to
create sounds together (see Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Emilia is creating sounds with her mother.

Searching for information online to make a ladybird

Our third example presents how Julia’s agency is co-constructed into be-
ing with her mother in the context of her engagement in making a la-
dybird from cardboard with scissors. The making activity is initiated by
Julia when she says that she would like to make a ladybird.Julia and her
mother start to collect some materials for the tinkering. Then they decide
to use the tablet to search for information online about the appearance
of a ladybird. When Julia finds a picture that she likes, she starts to select
the materials she needs for making the ladybird; with her mother’s help,
she starts to tinker. Occasionally, while making the ladybird, they go back
to the picture online and discuss what would be the next step to get the
ladybird ready.

In this example, Julia is using the tablet and the picture that Julia and
her mother have located on the Internet to help Julia to see a picture of
a ladybird (see Figure 3). Her agency is mediated by her interest to make
a ladybird, the material artefacts, the tablet and her mother.

Figure 3. Julia and her mother are searching online for what a ladybird looks like
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Discussion and conclusions

In our study, we focused our attention on investigating two young
children’s (aged 2 years old) digital media use at home, with particular
interest in their agency and the ways in which sociocultural contexts,
resources and relationships in the home supported these agentive
processes. The motivation for our research stems from a recent literature
review by Kumpulainen and Gillen (2017) that indicates that there is
currently a dearth of research knowledge on young children’s agency in
their use of digital media in their homes. Generally, it appears that more
attention has been given in the literature to the risks and threats of digital
media in children’s lives, with less attention paid to children’s rights to
protection, provision and participation in the digital age (Livingstone et
al.,2017b; Livingstone, 2016).

Although knowledge of risks and threats to children’s lives and healthy
development caused by increased digitalisation are important, we also
need research on how digital media and the social contexts in which it
is used afford children opportunities for agency, learning and develop-
ment. Research on young children’s agency in their use of digital media
in home contexts and the sociocultural conditions for the emergence of
agency is pivotal to understanding children’s everyday lives, learning and
wellbeing in the digital age.

In our study,we have drawn on the sociocultural notions of human agen-
cy, the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child and the sociology of
childhood that regard children as active agents capable of agency in
their everyday lives. In our work, we have defined agency as situated,
relational and represented by the possibilities for acting within a setting
(Kumpulainen & Lipponen, 2010). From these premises, we have been
able to illuminate how the children’s agency in their use of digital media
was mediated by the sociocultural contexts of their homes, including the
nature of digital media at their disposal, and the rules, objectives and
social interactions between the child and adult(s).

The child’s agency manifested in our study in child-initiated activities
in the social contexts of their homes that afforded the children to make
choices,and to take active, interactive and creative positions around digi-
tal media. Our study also shows how the sociocultural practices and their
rules and values in both families offered children opportunities to exer-
cise their agency in their use of digital media in ways that at times are
even difficult to realise with more traditional tools, such as via traditional
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phone or a printed book. For instance, as our examples show, the chil-
dren’s agency was made possible via digital-mediation that created dy-
namic opportunities for multimodal communication with a grandmother
in a distant location, playing with and generating complex sounds and
searching for diverse online information for tinkering a ladybird. All these
digitally mediated activities that we identified in the children’s homes al-
lowed the children to shape and influence their own engagement and to
act as authors of their media use.

We also saw evidence of parents’ active involvement in and support for
these child-initiated activities, evidencing how the child’s agency was
co-constructed into being in a joint activity between the child and adult.
Across the two families who participated in our study, it was common for
there were jointly agreed rules for the child’s digital media use in terms
of both time and content. In both families, the children showed evidence
of being able to hold to the rules they had made together with their
parents concerning their use of the technology, as well as to discuss and
negotiate the “rules” of use with their parents. Hence, our study points out
how the child’ s agency is intertwined with the child being accountable
for joint rules that mediate their engagement with digital media in the
home. Moreover, our study suggests that in order for the children’s agen-
tic opportunities to flourish, there must be a culture of trust between the
parents and the child for holding joint rules in digital media use.

At the same time, while reporting on our results, we understand that our
study is small scale and that the families and children who took part
in our study only represent themselves, as all families do. Nevertheless,
we believe our study holds potential to illuminate the situated co-con-
struction of these children’s agency in their media use at home, offer-
ing insights into sociocultural conditions and resources that make these
children’s agency possible. This entails making visible how these two
young children were learning to control themselves by internalising cul-
tural values, traditions and tools, as well as, equally, learning to use these
cultural tools, i.e. digital media in creative and personally meaningful
ways,as well as to overcome existing constraints and develop something
new (also see Rainio, 2009). These findings provide important lessons for
parents and educators working with young children. In both case study
families, the children were offered ‘open spaces’ for enacting agency,
while at the same time, the parents tried their best to ensure the child’s
safe and purposeful use of digital media.
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Our study also demonstrates how the “Day in the Life” methodology
(Gillen et al., 2007; Gillen & Cameron, 2010) can act as a prominent and
culturally sensitive research tool to capture the nuanced processes in
children’s everyday lives that mediate their agency. This methodology
resonates well with our conceptual approach, which holds that agency
must be analysed and understood at the nexus of interlinked levels.
These include the moment-to-moment interactions where agency is
situationally constructed into being, the sociocultural contexts and
its resources available to the child and finally the continuity and
development of situational manifestations of agency across time and
space. The use of this method, however, requires that the researchers be
appropriately trained with the actual method and its ethics. It also calls
for sensibility and flexibility from researchers in respecting the families
and their wishes in terms of data collection.

Our study points to the importance of further research in young children’s
use of digital media in varied homes, with varied resources, rules, values
and practices. The European level A Day in the Digital Lives of Children
aged 0-3'run by the of the DigiLitEY programme provides a promising
context to explore further young children’s everyday lives in digitalising
homes and communities.
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