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SUMMARY." In this paper the meaning of teacher's 'sensitivity" in the context o f peer conflicts
among young children is discussed. Young children have a basic need to experience their own
action as logical and sound (Piaget, Vygotsky). They co-construct logic-in-action (procedural
knowledge) long before they are able to verbalise their logic in narratives. Teachers who do not
respect children's logic often aggravate children "s conflicts. Suggestions are made to strengthen
the natural tendency o f young children to de-escalate peer conflicts and to protect theirjoint play.

RESUMJ~: Dans cet article est diseutke la signification de la sensibilitk des ~ducateurs dans le cas
de conflits entrejeunes enfants. Lesjeunes enfants ont un besoin fondamental defaire l 'experience
de leur propre action, aussi bien logique que sonore (Piaget, Vygotski). Ils co-construisent une
logique en action (connaissance prockdurale) bien avant d'etre capables de verbaliser leur logique
h travers des rOcits. Les kducateurs qui ne respectentpas la logique des enfants aggravent souvent
les conflits entre eux. Des suggestions sont faites pour renforcer la tendance naturelle des jeunes
enfants gt rkduire leurs conflits et h prot~ger leurs jeux communs.

ZUSAMMENFASSUNG: In diesem Artikel wird die Bedeutung der ,,Sensibilitgit'" yon Lehrer/innen
bei Konflikten unter gleichaltrigen kleinen Kindern diskutiert. Kleine Kinder haben ein
grundlegendes Bediirfnis, ihre eigenen Handlungen als logiseh und verniinftig zu erleben (Piaget,
Vygotsky). Sie ko-konstruieren Handlungslogik (prozedurales Wissen) lange bevor sie in der Lage
sind, ihre Logik erz?ihlerisch zu verbalisieren. Wenn Lehrer/innen die Logik der Kinder nieht
respektieren, versch~irfen sie hgiufig die Konflikte zwischen den Kindern. Es werden Vorschlgige
gemacht J~r eine Unterstiitzung der natiirliehen Neigung kleiner Kinder, peer Konflikte zu deeskalieren und ihr gemeinsames Spiel aufrecht zu erhalten.

RESUMEN: En este articulo se estudia el sentido de la "'sensibilidad" del profesorado en los
momentos de conflictos entre iguales en contextos infantiles. Los ni~os peque~os tienen una
necesidad bfisica de experimentar sus propias acciones. Construyen y reproducen acciones 16gieas
(conocimiento procedimental) mucho antes de ser capaces de verbalizar una secuencia 16gica en
sus narrativas. Si el profesorado no respecta la 16gica de los nihos a menudo agrava los conflictos
infantiles. Por ello se recomienda respetar la tendencia natural de los nihos a resolver sus conflictos
y reforzar eljuego eolectivo.

Keywords: Peer conflict; Teacher intervention; Logic-in-action; Togetherness; Peacemaking.
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Introduction
Studying videos of free play among toddlers in Finnish and Dutch day care centres, Maritta
H~innik~iinenand I became fascinated by the different educational approaches adopted by teachers
to guide peer relationships among these children. The Finnish teachers we observed monitored the
children's interactions closely and were actively involved in their play. In the Dutch day care
centres, we saw several teachers taking a break during free (i.e. unstructured) play and taking care
of the children only on demand. At first we were quite convinced that these Dutch teachers were
failing to meet the current standards of high quality care. But studying peer conflicts, we became
aware of certain important benefits of their approach. Those teachers who closely monitored the
children in their care noticed every conflict arising between the children and were quick to intervene; whereas many Dutch children solved their conflicts on their own, often in a highly creative
and pro-social way. We even had to acknowledge that sometimes a disagreement only turned into
a full blown quarrel after the teacher had intervened.
These observations reminded me of the traditional wisdom of Dutch mothers: refrain from
intervening in children's quarrels. I also remembered the intriguing comment made by a Japanese
educator on an American preschool in Tobin et al.'s famous book Preschool in Three Cultures
(1989). Small classes, he thought, were fine if the teacher was sensitive, but many are not. And 'if
the teacher is mediocre (...), in a large class, children can more easily find a kind of safety or haven
in the group.' (p. 63) 'Sensitivity' is a key concept both for this Japanese educator and currently
for western experts; but what does this concept mean in the context of peer conflicts among young
children? This is the question I want to discuss. I will argue that teachers have to understand the
logic of young children's behaviour, that is, in their joint play and in their conflicts. Children
construct logic-in-action (procedural knowledge) long before they are able to verbalise their logic
in narratives.
The basic assumption of this paper is that there is a functional continuity between the
logic-in-action of young children and the verbalised logic of children's narratives. Firstly, I want
to look at the concept of 'logic' and the basic human motive to construct a 'logic' world at the
subjective level. I will then discuss young children's logic-in-action of the sensorimotor period
(Verba, 1994). Secondly, I shall relate this to some studies of children's co-construction of meaning in peer relations, and their pro-social behaviour during or after peer conflicts. In peer conflicts,
with or without their teachers' help, young children socialise. This is a natural heritage, also shared
with non-human primates in situations of conflict resolution. Finally, the teacher's role in peer
conflicts will be discussed.

The meaning of logic in young children's life
Piaget, Vygotsky and current constructivist psychologists assume that the urge actively to adapt to
the environment is basic to human development ( Emde et al., 1991; Piaget & Inhelder, 1969;
Vygotsky, 1978). From the start, the infant explores the environment, seeking what is new in order
to make it familiar. Confronted with the environment, there is a basic motive to "get it right". This
process of achieving balance, or equilibrium, leads children to develop new, adaptive psychological structures (Piaget, 1967). At a subjective level, this means that children as well as adults need
to experience their own actions as logical and sound.
For young children, the environment is first and foremost a social environment. They are
focused on understanding their social world. This is probably related to another basic motive, to
maintain social relationships, and their need to bond (Bowlby, 1969; Emde et al., 1991; De Waal,
2000). Infants come into the world pre-adapted for initiating, maintaining and terminating human
interactions (Schaffer, 1977). By 3 months of age, infants and their caregivers are jointly experiencing pleasure in simple face-to-face interactions. Within this familiar frame of joint play infants
learn to "read" their mother's faces and they develop particular emotional procedures for monitoring their caregiver's emotional availability. From 10 to 12 months, most infants engage in social
referencing. They use their caregiver's emotional expressions as a guide to how they are expected
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to feel and act in a particular situation. They know that a smiling mother means OK; and a stern
looking mother means: Stop it, don't be naughty! It often frightens young children when a trusted
parent turns into a 'stranger', for instance by putting on a facial mask.
A child's motive to understand and fit into social relations is most clearly seen in its "why"
questions (Miller & Aloise, 1989). Piaget (1930) found that children's earliest "why" questions
usually concern human actions. He observed that preschoolers are always looking for causes and
more especially for intentions. They seem to believe that all behaviours are deliberate, voluntary,
and not accidental. Sometimes young children think that physical events are also magically caused
by human intentions: for instance, that the tree has fallen on daddy's car because I was mad at him;
or that the sun rises because he wants to give us light. Young children's urge to understand their
social world leads than to over-attribute to human intentionality. Even in western countries, with
their denigrating attitude towards magical thinking, most children do not understand the concept
of 'coincidence' or 'sheer accident' before they are eight or nine years old (Kuzmak & Gelman,
1986).
Young children's reasoning is often a source of pleasure and amusement for adults. In
Holland we have a popular TV-program, called Praatjesmaker (Little Boasters) especially designed
for us to laugh at young children's logic. The host acts as if he is really interested in the child,
because the audience derives most amusement from a child seriously linking things up in an irrational way and drawing illogical conclusions. Adults, after all, we assume are logical and superior,
and children illogical. This is great fun. Even though Piaget was one of the first psychologists to
open our eyes to the specific cognitive structures of young children, his theory also reinforced this
denigrating attitude towards young children's reasoning. Piaget's model of cognitive development
is serial and hierarchical; it describes a sequence of stages through which the infant and child must
pass before he or she can perform truly logical operations at the age of 11 or 12 years old. To
perform logical operations means in his view: to reason logically about propositional verbal statements, manipulatingpropositions and drawing inferences in a deductive manner and to understand
probability (Piaget, 1967, 1969). Despite preschoolers great interest in "why" questions, Piaget
described their thinking as pre-causa[, because they do not follow the procedures of either deductive or inductive reasoning (Piaget, 1930). But thinking propositionally and being consciously
aware that one is thinking propositionally are not the same. Even infants are trying out their expectations by active manipulation of their world. Young children construct their logic at a sensorimotor level, long before they can verbalise their logic. The fact that this reasoning does not arrive at
a conclusionjudged by adults to be true or reasonable does not negate the fact that the process was
one of generating hypotheses and arriving at logical, if frequently mistaken, conclusions.
The term 'logic' refers to two different meanings (Collins' Dictionary, 1998; Van Dale,
2000). Firstly, the term 'logic' refers to a method of reasoning, to the principles of abstract thought
or to the 'laws of logic'. That is, it describes and prescribes the basic patterns of consistent thinking, based on a scientific philosophical system. However, the term 'logic' also refers the way in
which individuals or social groups consistently think," to a particular logic of an individual or
social group. Piaget's theory is based on the first notion of logic, and much of the research of his
followers was focused on the logical failings in young children's thinking. This line of research
has significantly impeded our understanding of the way young children do think. If we take the
secondary notion of logic, the way that young children consistently think to construct a sensible
and logical world, they are far from being pre-logical thinkers. According to Donovan and McIntyre
(1990), they are, in fact, obligatory slaves of logic (p. 22). They need to understand their world;
they spend much of their energy with playing, experimenting, learning by doing, looking and
imitating, and communicating with their caregivers and peers. And young children are slaves of
their own 'logic', because they miss the metacognitive skills of older children and adults - their
objective logic in the sense of Piaget. Young children are unable to see the results of their reasoning as a subjective interpretation of the world; they are unaware of the premises of this thinking or
of the nature of the inferences they make. For them, their particular logic is 'the truth' and one of
the pillars of their existence and of their feeling of security.
What, then, is the lesson of this discussion of the logic of children's thinking and its significance in their lives? The main question in my lecture was: what does the 'sensitivity' of teach-
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ers mean in the context of peer conflicts in day care centres? With regard to that question, we have
learned that teachers have to be sensitive to children's ways of thinking. If they do not respect
children's logic, they will be a threat to these children's feeling of security. Later I will discuss
what happens when teachers intervene in conflicts between children without understanding their
logic. But first I want to look more closely at the caregiver's role in creating a shared, logical
world.
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The earegiver's role in the construction of a shared logical world
The child's development takes place in the context of an intense dialectical relationship with the
world, a relationship of mutuality. I have already mentioned the caregiver-infant interaction. That
the infant learns to "read" his or her mother's different faces is the result of a joint activity to
construct a shared world (Schaffer, 1977). The mother, as the more experienced party, attributes
certain meanings to the infant's diffuse movements. She mirrors and imitates her child. She interprets her child's movements as communicative cues that suggest some joint course of action. If the
child constructs some kind of logic in their joint play, this is not the result a purely cognitive
activity, even less the achievement of a lonely thinker. It is also an affective achievement. I want to
discuss this insight in more detail for two reasons.
1. Respecting the child's logic is not enough. Caregivers also have an active role in co-constructing

a shared logic.
2. The basic motive to "get it right", to construct a consistent and logical world, is not purely
cognitive. This motive is deeply related to the co-construction of rituals and routines; moral
and social rules; the development of a self; emotional security; and a sense of belonging to a
cultural group.
Constructivist psychologists assume that thoughts, affects and (social) behaviour form an indivisible whole in human behaviour. In line with Vygotsky and Piaget they emphasise that all our
activities, including our thinking, are motivated (Piaget, 1967; Vygotsky, 1934/1987); and that all
our emotions and moral affects suppose cognitive processes to signal that important interests are at
stake (Frijda, 1986). They try to overcome the dichotomy within traditional developmental psychology of studying cognitive development and social-emotional development as separate domains. This requires new theoretical concepts. Fischer at al. (1990), for instance, use the concept
of 'script" to refer to the socially embedded knowledge of children as to how to act, to feel and
express their emotions in specific situations. Another example is the concept of "cognitive-affective structures ', by which is meant complex synthesising structures integrating cognition (in the
form of appraisals, expectations, and beliefs) with motivation (in the form of needs, interests,
goals, emotional action tendencies), affect (in the shape of physiological arousal and sensory and
bodily feeling) and actions (in the form of motor responses and social procedures and methods for
acting (Miltenburg & Singer, 2000). Personally I prefer the concept of 'cognitive-affective structures', because 'structure' directly refers to the self-evident frames in which a person observes,
feels and acts, i.e. to their 'inner logic'.
These new conceptualisations of the relationships between cognition, motivation and (social) activities leads to new insights into the development of a self. The cognitive-affective structures of infants are sensorimotor structures. According to Emde et al. (1991) these structures are
stored as procedural knowledge of the infant's most emotionally engaging experience with their
earegivers. They argue that the co-construction of procedural knowledge is crucial for the development of a 'moral self' in infants and a sense of belonging to a parent, family and cultural group.
As a result of face-to-face tum-taking behaviour with caregivers, infants learn rules for reciprocity, for give and take, together with the powerful motive for using these rules: 'together' is so
pleasurable. They argue that this procedural knowledge is a basic form of morality, long before the
child is able to verbalise moral rules. 'All systems of morality have a sense of reciprocity at their
centre with a version of the Golden Rule: "Do unto others as you would have them do unto you"'
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(Emde at al., 1991, p. 261). Procedural knowledge and the experience of togetherness are also
constitutive of other aspects of the developing self. Because of shared regularities, infants know
how they can influence their caregivers; this gives them their first sense of control and agency.
Later on, shared procedures, for consolation for instance, are put to use by the toddler as tools for
self-regulation of his or her emotions. One might think here of children who imitate with their
teddy-bear the rituals of consolation they have constructed with their caregiver, or of those little
rituals that children have with their special piece of cloth before they fall asleep.
Emde et al. (1991) conclude that early morality is surprisingly positive. It is based on a
strong motivation to share and to connect, and to construct shared rules. Even conflicts between
parents and their toddlers often happen in a positive relational context. We all know of the 'terrible
twos'. But these obstinate toddlers repeatedly look at their caregiver, either after or before a prohibited act. When they transgress parental rules, they often produce that special smile of naughty
children (Juen & Banninger-Huber, 1999), partly as an attempt to induce their parents to relent,
partly as a strategy to repair the relationship in advance. After a conflict young children often show
an enormous need to be kissed and cuddled, to "make it right again" and to restore the feeling of
togetherness.

The teacher's role in the construction of a shared logical world in day care centres

What do the foregoing insights have to do with the role of teachers in day care enters? Firstly,
teachers have to offer procedures at group level in which young children can join in and actively
participate to construct a shared logical world. The tools available to teachers are well-known: the
daily routines, the structuring of time, space and play material and some explicit 'dos' and 'don'ts'
(Jones & Reynolds, 1992). Secondly, it means that teachers have to create procedures that create
a strong sense of belonging and togetherness. This is not merely a matter of shared togetherness
between the teacher and an individual child, as is assumed in many studies of the teacher's sensitivity and attachment behaviour (Singer, 1998). What is equally important are the feelings of solidarity between the children and in the whole group. Rituals are powerful tools to give shape to
communal life and shared values (Butovskaya et al., 2000; Corsaro, 1988, 1997). For instance,
rituals to welcome a new child in the group; rituals to celebrate birthdays and (religious) feasts;
often with the active involvement of the parents; and also rituals for the regulation and sharing of
emotional events; for consoling a hurt child or for keeping in touch with a sick playmate who has
to stay at home for a long period.
This emphasis on the importance of structure, rules and rituals also serves to highlight
certain pitfalls for teachers in daycare centres. I want to mention here three that are related to the
above theoretical discussion. Because the child's construction ofcognitive-affective structures is a
co-construction, involving the active involvement of the child and indivisible relations between
cognition, motivation and social activities, teachers' structures should not be based solely on their
need to control, and their rules should not merely relate to the day care centre as an institution.
Routines that are mainly based on institutionalrules can make children feel powerless or obstinate
(Jones & Reynolds, 1992; Hakkarainen, 1991). They are not helpful to the child's development of
a sense of agency. A simple strategy to make children co-constructors of a consistent, logical,
shared life in which they actively participate, is to ask their opinion and to give them responsibility
in solving problems. For instance when John is ill: shall we make a present for him? What shall we
make?
A second pitfall is that the routines easily become boring, everything becomes too predictable and too safe. Children strive to make new things familiar, and therefore they need risks and
new challenges. They want to understand the whole world!
A third pitfall has to do with the processes of co-construction between the children themselves. Peer relationships differ from the teacher-child relationship. Teachers should give young
children room for their own jokes, their own style of constructing a shared life and strategies for
solving problems. In the following I will discuss in more detail the teacher's role in the development of children's peer-relationships.
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Studies of peer interactions
Until the 1980's, in mainstream developmental psychology the peer relations of children under
three years of age were considered to be rare, short-lived and often aggressive (Schaffer, 1984;
Verba, 1994). That opinion was hardly based on research. But since the increase in use of day care
facilities for very young children, peer interaction research has been receiving more attention. In
Europe, important and innovative research for studies of peer interactions of young children, has
been conducted by the CRESAS in Paris (Centre de Recherches de l'Education et de l'Adaptation
Scolaire); often in cooperation with Italian researchers like Bonica and Mussati (Stambak et al.,
1983; Stambak & Sinclair, 1993; Stambak & Verba, 1986; Verba, 1994). In former East Germany
and other east and west-European countries there also were (small) groups of researchers who
have done innovative work in this field; because of languages barriers, these studies only have
become recently available for an international public (Lamb et al., 1992). These psychologists try
to understand how babies and toddlers are able to construct shared meanings during their social
play, mainly through nonverbal means. Reading their studies, one cannot but be impressed by the
way very young children manage their interpersonal relationships, being attentive to their playmates, either waiting patiently or taking the initiative, by accepting proposals or modifying them.
Far from being aggressive, they found that young children invest a lot in sharing and social participation.
One of the most radical defenders in the USA of the value of peer relations is the sociologist Corsaro (l 997), who studied children's peer cultures in day care centres. His studies show that
toddlers spontaneously construct specific routines (run and chase; rough and tumble; building
things) that give them a 'we-feeling' and an escape from their teacher's control. His analyses
reveal how children creatively appropriate adult's roles and routines, and how they use information of the adult world to deal with practical problems in their peer culture.
Personally, I owe a great deal to Brazilian researcher Zilma de Oliveira. During her stay in
Holland, we discussed a video of two girls (Vania, 21 months; Telma, 23 months) in a Brazilian
day care centre. She taught me how to observe a collage of different stories lines in their cooperative play (see for an extensive analysis of joint play episodes (Oliveira & Rossetti-Fereira, 1996).
The two girls in this video are too young to discuss in advance a script for a joint play. Nevertheless they succeed in co-constructing a joint play by enacting fragments of well-known routines and
roles daily experienced in their homes or in the day care. In their play you can see, among other
things, fragments of a birthday singing ritual, a combing-and-washing-the-baby-routineand the
game of building up a pile of blocks and knocking it over. These young children's use of rituals
and routines seems to confirm the importance of procedural knowledge I have discussed before
(Emde et al., 1991) and Corsaro's emphasis on routines..
In the most dramatic part of this joint play episode, Vania uses various strategies, trying to
involve Telma in the role ofbaby-to-be-taken-care-of. Vania acts as a mother in a very expressive
way. She looks at Telma, smiles to persuade her and touches her in a gentle way. But she also
assumes an authoritarian postural attitude, trying to force Telma into submission, and is quick to
reconcile the ensuing disagreement to prevent any escalation. Telma initially remains more passive, but later on she tries to escape from the script proposed by Vania by introducing a new script
of her own. At the moment of crisis, both girls look at the researcher. Telma is almost crying and
seems to ask for help, while Vania produces a kind of vague smile that is characteristic of naughty
children (see Bonica (1997) for an analysis of social referencing by young children during quarrels). Though the researcher refrains from intervening, Vania probably knows that she has gone
too far. In any case, she gives way and for a while complies with Telma's proposal to play with the
blocks.

Prosocial behaviour in peer conflicts
Recently researchers have become aware of the pro-social behaviour of young children during
conflicts. Surprisingly, perhaps, we owe this new interest to researchers of non-human primates,
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specifically to the work of De Waal on chimpanzees (De Waal, 2000; Aureli & De Waal, 2000). De
Waal and his colleagues argue that, whereas aggression in chimpanzees was traditionally considered to be an antisocial instinct, we have to replace this notion of aggression with a conceptual
framework in which it is a tool of competition and negotiation. When survival depends on mutual
assistance, the expression of aggression is constrained by a need to maintain beneficial relationships. De Waal and his colleagues found that chimpanzees kiss and embrace after fights, and that
other non-humanprimates engage in similar acts of "reconciliation". According to them, in human
groups (families, day care centres and schools) aggressive conflict is subject to the same constraints as those now known in cooperative animal societies. Wherever social relationships are
valued one can expect the full complement of checks and balances. This new theoretical approach
to aggression has led to cooperation between non-human primates ethologists and researchers of
preschoolers in day care centres. These studies confirm the insights mentioned above of the French
and Italian researchers: that young children are focused on a project of sharing and a concern for
continuationof their interactions with peers (Verba, 1994). Among preschoolers, peaceful associative outcomes, in which both opponents remain together and work things out on the spot are very
common. Forms of child reconciliation, expressed in invitations to play, body contacts, offers of
objects, self-ridicule and verbal apologies, all serve to enhance tolerance (Killen & De Waal, 2000;
Verbeek et al., 2000). In addition to these resources, young children also use verbal strategies to
construct a sense of togetherness, for instance by using nicknames for each other (De Haan &
Singer, 2001).
In our study of peer conflicts, Maritta H~innik~iinenand I arrived at comparable conclusions. In our study we distinguished three types of conflicts:
•
•

•

bad luck when the 'victim' hardly reacts to being hit, pushed or rejected;
disagreement when children persist in their resistance or communication of their ideas and

feelings, either non-verbally(hitting, smiling, giving an object) or verbally (directing, clarifying
and justifying), until a compromise is found or one of the children gives way;
crisis when children show strong emotional reactions, such as crying, getting angry or showing
remorse.

We studied almost 40 hours of video-taped data of two- and three years olds during free play, in
nine Dutch day care centres and in one Finnish day care centre. We found that crises were rare. Of
a total of 222 conflict episodes, the children developed a crisis in only 47 (21%) of these episodes.
Most of these crises (75%) lasted less than one minute. The young children in our study seemed to
be aware of the relational dangers of crises. Their use of nonverbal strategies for de-escalating a
disagreement were characteristic. Three year-old Jan, for instance, wants to participate in Bert's
play with a xylophone. Jan keeps on trying for more than 20 minutes before he manages to be
accepted by Bert as a playmate. The whole time he follows Bert around while Bert wanders round
the room with his xylophone, playing a bit, then walking on again. Sometimes Jan is allowed to
touch the xylophone, but Bert is keen to keep his control over the xylophone. Every time Bert
resists Jan's advances by pushing him away or hitting him, Jan withdraws and gives in. But he does
not give up. After a few seconds he tries again. In our data, this pattern of withdrawal, giving up
and trying again, belonged to the most common strategies of the children: to stick to their own
activity and ideas and to prevent a disagreement escalating into a crisis.
Almost all conflicts started with simple forms of resistance, that is pushing, hitting, saying
or shouting 'no' or 'don't'. But during the negotiations there were also a lot of positive gestures
and smiling, and the children often proposed and accepted alternative objects or activity ideas.
Though the children did use verbal directives and arguments, the solution was mainly found at a
nonverbal level. It is very difficult for young children to verbalise their plans in advance or to
discuss proposals for resolving their conflict; at least without help of their caregiver or teacher.
But they are masters in nonverbal communication and in using procedural knowledge of give and
take. Most conflicts between the children arise during joint play or parallel play (60%), and of
these conflicts only 10% end by splitting up. One of the best predictors of peacemaking seems to
be the degree of positive contact between the children before the conflict erupts (De Waal, 2000).
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The teacher's role in peer conflicts
If young children are so skilful at solving peer conflicts on their own, what then is the teacher's
role? In our study, teachers intervened in a third of all conflict episodes; 79 episodes compared to
143 episodes without teacher intervention. Our data clearly show that, in general, teachers are no
better at resolving conflicts than young children. When children are playing together and the
teacher intervenes in their conflict, they end by separating in 20% of the cases; in similar conflict
episodes without teacher intervention that happens in only 8% of the cases. Nor is this because
teachers tend to intervene in more serious conflicts. Many crises are resolved without the assistance of the teacher, and teachers often intervene without any appeal from the children. Moreover,
it happens quite frequently that a crisis develops only after the teacher has begun to intervene (in
a third of the episodes in which a teacher is involved in a crisis between the children). These crises
tend to last longer (there was a teacher involved in all but one of the crises that lasted longer than
a minute). Should we conclude from these data that teachers ought to refrain from intervening in
conflicts? Yes, I think it is often better to refrain than to intervene. But I also think that teachers
need to develop a special sensitivity and skills for solving children's peer problems.
First of all, teachers have to ensure that they do not become part of the conflict. In this
respect, teachers often failed, mainly because they resorted to high power strategies (Singer &
H~innik/iinen, submitted). Half of the teacher's interventions could be classified as a form of high
power strategy, in which the teacher is following her own agenda solely to restore order. In the
other half of the interventions the teacher tried to mediate between the children. When the teacher
takes side by helping the 'victim', blaming the 'wrongdoer', or by imposing a solution, she runs
the risk of destroying the balance of power between the children. Often she (unintentionally)
reinforces the power of one of the children. The child who has the support of an omnipotent adult
tends to stick to his or her position. Some of the children, we noted, took advantage of the teacher
by crying loudly to enlist her support. Any unfair treatment by the teacher appeared to evoke more
violent emotions by the 'victim' than unfair treatment by a peer. This was probably because a
'victimised' child feels more powerless against the teacher; and because the violation of the child's
moral logic by a teacher who is supposed to take care and to protect, induces fear. We saw several
examples of children who take their revenge on a peer after an unfair intervention by the teacher.
Unfair treatment of the teachers merely fuels further conflict between children.
For teachers, it is hard to know what solution will be acceptable for all children involved.
In most cases she will not know the full history of what happened before the conflict erupted.
Even the children often do not know the lines of their script before they are acted out; so how
could the teacher know what's best? And most conflicts cannot be resolved by applying social or
moral rules, because contradictory rules could equally be applied. When a child wants to participate in the play of another child, what rule should be applied? 'Children should learn to share and
play together'; or 'children should not disturb each other'? (for analysis of this apparent contradiction, see Corsaro, 1997).
Of course, in cases where children are bullying each other teachers have to intervene
immediately. In such a situation she has to forbid the means (biting, spitting, hitting that causes
pain) that children sometimes use to enforce their will. In her role as protector and guardian of the
rule 'you should not harm each other', the teacher is accepted by all children. In fact, most children look to the teacher or the researcher before or after that rule is violated. But the teacher can
do more to participate in the resolution rather than become involved in the conflict. On the basis
on my previous thoughts on the logic of young children's nonverbal behaviour, five obvious
suggestions can be made.
1. The natural tendency of young children to use nonverbal strategies to de-escalate a conflict
should be strengthened by fostering a sense of belonging. Teachers can foster this sense of
belonging by introducing rituals and routines in which the children actively participate.
2. The teacher can offer 'tools' for the cultivation ofthis natural tendency for pro-social behaviour
during conflicts. For instance by using maxims like "don't hurt", "use your words" and "take
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tums", that can be adopted by the children; and by teaching songs or ritualised gestures for
reconciliation (Butovskaya et al., 2000).
3. The teacher has to understand that conflicts are a natural part of social life and playing together.
By structuring the room, time and play objects, she can prevent an excess of conflict, but
conflicts over the content of joint play, or the use of objects and over the rejection of children
who want to join in, are normal phenomena in day care centres. In general, young children are
well equipped to resolve these conflicts on their own.
4. In the case where the teacher has to intervene, she has to respect the logic-in-action of all
children involved. She has to mediate between the children and aim to ensure that the children's
play continues (for a further discussion of mediation, see Singer & H/innikainen, submitted).
5. In cases where the teacher wants to discuss the conflict with the children, she has to function as
a more experienced other who actively helps the children to verbalise their feelings and activity
ideas: she has to ask questions. And she has to be careful not to obstruct their nonverbal skills
of communication.

In conclusion
Children younger than four years old construct and co-construct a shared logic during their play
and they rarely discuss the ideas that underlie their play in advantage. This can result in conflicts
and in a collage of different story lines that seem illogical or even without sense to an adult. But
adults usually cannot get things 'straight' for young children. In my introduction I quoted a Japanese educator who held the view that small classes are only fine if the teachers are sensitive. He
warned against too much interference of the wrong kind. I think this educator makes a valid point:
it is not at all unusual for teachers to fuel peer conflicts. But I do not agree with his plea for large
groups. As Stambak and Verba (1986) have argued: young children need teachers who are nondirective, but nevertheless highly interested. When they are playing together, young children often
look to the teacher for reassurance, especially during conflicts.
Working with very young children in groups is a relatively new profession, a profession
that demands the development of skills that are different from the skills of caregivers at home.
Therefore teachers need training to understand the logic inherent in young children's behaviour.
They need someone who teaches them to look at young children differently, just as Zilma de
Oliveira did to me. Teachers have to develop a day care culture, in cooperation with the children,
that fosters the construction of a shared logical world.
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