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Abstract

As a major branch of children’s studies and a clear manifestation of adherence to a 
child-oriented position, research on children’s peer cultures is of significant value for 
understanding the true world of children. Following an ethnographic approach, this study 
conducts in-depth field observations in three kindergartens to explore how preschool 
children create their peer cultures. The results indicate that the children in three 
kindergartens created a series of meaningful symbols within their respective kindergarten 
settings during peer interaction and formed their peer cultures. The study finds that: 
Firstly, children’s peer cultures encompass five core themes, namely, self-presentation, 
friendly interaction, conflict and segregation, collective play routines, and secondary 
adjustments to classroom rules. Secondly, the development of children’s selves, shared 
play among children, interpretive reconstruction of adult cultures, and inclusiveness of 
school cultures are inherent sources of strength, core driving force, mechanisms for the 
path, and external environmental factors of the formation of children’s peer cultures. 
Thirdly, children gain membership in the cultures to which they belong through collective 
participation in social life. Fourthly, children produce peer cultures and contribute to 
the renewal of adult cultures by creatively appropriating information and knowledge 
from the adult world. In this connection, it is essential for kindergartens to support the 
development of children’s peer cultures.
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1　Introduction
In the 1980s, children’s peer culture research emerged and soon entered a period of 
flourishing development in European and American countries. This line of inquiry delves 
into the actions and meaning production of children with a particular focus on “a stable set 
of activities or routines, artifacts, values, and concerns that children produce and share in 
interaction with peers” (Corsaro, 2014, p. 112). In recent years, as an important research 
force, children’s peer culture research has played a noticeable role in driving the direction 
of children’s studies in European and American countries. The reason is two-fold: Firstly, 
it exceeds the traditional concerns of socialization theory and developmental psychology 
with the socialization of the individual child and stages of cognitive development, instead 
focusing on collective activities and the process of creative reconstruction of adult cultures by  
children. Secondly, children’s peer culture research, 
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lifts children and childhood, theoretically, out of families and considers them as a social group, with their 

interests, and as a social group impacted on, in ways specific to it, by macro factors: social, institutional, 

economic, and historical. (Berry, 2013, p. 2)

The developing research direction reveals that children’s peer culture research constitutes 
a significant research domain that connects children’s micro world with macro political, 
economic, cultural, and social issues. Driven by children’s peer culture research, children 
are no longer seen as passive objects of socialization but as an important force that can 
promote the renewal of human cultures and the continuous development of social welfare. 
As a major branch of children’s studies and a clear manifestation of adherence to the child-
oriented position, children’s peer culture research is of significant value for understanding 
the true world of children. In China, it is necessary to devote sufficient attention to children’s 
peer culture research and introduce methodologies that can gain insights into the true lives of 
children, thereby enabling their voices to be represented.

2　Literature Review
2.1　The Rise of Children’s Peer Culture Research
The 1980s is the golden period for the development of children’s peer culture research. 
During this period, the most influential representative scholar of the research domain 
appeared—Professor William A. Corsaro from the Department of Sociology at Indiana 
University in the United States. Corsaro “was a pioneer in directly studying young children 
in their peer groups” (Corsaro, 2020, p. 4). By the early 1980s, Corsaro had researched 
children’s peer cultures for nearly 40 years. Prior to the 1980s, the majority of peer culture 
research focused on the peer values, concerns, and identities of adolescents (Corsaro & Eder, 
1990). From the 1980s onward, research on the peer cultures of preschool and primary school 
children began to increase. Corsaro’s research filled the gap in preschool children’s peer 
culture research. In terms of research scope, Corsaro focused on not only researching the 
peer cultures of children from different social classes and races within the same culture (the 
United States) but also conducting cross-cultural comparative research on the peer cultures 
of children from different cultures (the United States, Italy, and Norway). Regarding the 
research method, Corsaro creatively introduced ethnography into children’s peer culture 
research. Corsaro’s groundbreaking research on children’s peer cultures reflects child-
centrism at both the method and methodological levels (Wang, 2021). In terms of research 
method, Corsaro consistently emphasized the active agency of children as social actors and 
highlighted the critical role played by children in creating human cultures. Moreover, in 
terms of methodology, Corsaro adopted the strategy of an atypical adult to conduct in-depth 
research on children, breaking the convention of adult researchers in traditional children’s 
culture research, seeing themselves as outsiders.

2.2　Contemporary Progress in Children’s Peer Culture Research
Since the 21st century, children’s peer culture research has yielded fruitful results globally. 
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Scholars from various countries have been continuously exploring the core themes and the 
different ways in which children’s peer cultures are created under the ethnographic research 
framework pioneered by Corsaro. Existing research in this regard has primarily focused on 
the following four themes.

Firstly, it has focused on gender segregation in children’s peer cultures. As early as 
the 1980s, Berentzen (1984) found during a study on the peer cultures of 5- to 7-year-old 
children in a Norwegian preschool that “the children constructed their peer cultures primarily 
around gender contrast. Both boys and girls followed the self-imposed rule that ‘girls/boys 
do not play with boys/girls,’ with few exceptions” (p. 158). Corsaro’s (2003) ethnographic 
studies in the kindergartens in the United States and Italy confirmed this phenomenon as 
well. Entering the 21st century, American scholars such as Marion K. Underwood and Rose 
Amanda have continued with relevant research on this theme. Underwood (2007) found that 
the phenomenon of gender segregation in children’s peer cultures played an important role in 
the formation and establishment of peer relationships, especially peer friendships. In addition, 
scholars from the Republic of Korea have also conducted research on the phenomenon in the 
peer cultures of preschool children in their country in recent years, with a focus on gender-
based power relationships in the preschool classroom (Lee, 2006), gender segregation 
in children’s play (Oh, 2007), and gender differences in children’s social interaction in 
kindergarten (Hahn, 2008). The studies above have further enriched the connotation of 
children’s peer cultures. Moreover, discussing the differences within children’s peer cultures 
from the gender dimension facilitates researchers’ reflection on multiple subcultural styles 
within children’s peer cultures.

Secondly, it has explored inherent patterns in children’s peer cultures. With the 
advancement of children’s peer culture research, scholars from various countries have tried 
to depict the inherent patterns in children’s peer cultures. American scholar Kane (1992) 
found that imaginative pretend play among peers was a fixed pattern of peer cultures. In 
recent years, Choi and Choi (2013) from the Republic of Korea also explored the fixed peer 
culture patterns of children in their country. They found two main peer culture patterns 
within the groups of 4-year-old children: (1) Peaceful peer cultures were formed through 
peer relationships based on mutual respect and obedience; (2) conflictive peer cultures were 
observed, in which children had negative relationships with other children, such as vertical, 
discriminative, and neglected relationships.

These two research themes direct attention to the question of what children’s peer cultures 
are, with researchers particularly focusing on a thick description of the characteristics of these 
cultures. Overall, it is essential for both themes to carry out further cross-cultural comparative 
studies to continue exploring and comparing gender characteristics as well as the similarities 
and differences in the inherent patterns of children’s peer cultures in different social contexts.

Thirdly, it has focused on the formation path of children’s peer cultures. As constant 
breakthroughs are made in children’s peer culture research, scholars in many countries 
have begun to pay attention to how children’s peer cultures are created. Researchers have 
proposed three main ways in which children’s peer cultures are created: (1) children’s unique 
language style. At the end of the 20th century, Corsaro and Rizzo (1988) observed in their 
collaborative study that routines among children were generated based on the development 
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of sociolinguistics. In the 21st century, Kyratzis (2004) added to evidence that children’s 
language played an essential role in the formation of peer cultures. She also argued that 
many of the abilities possessed by children came from a series of their language practices. 
(2) Children’s creative use of kindergarten classroom rules. Lash (2008) revealed the core 
role of children’s secondary adjustments to the various rules set by adults in the formation 
of peer culture. The essence of peer culture lies in the resistance exhibited by children 
against the constraints and rules imposed upon them by adults (Yanık & Yaşar, 2018).  
(3) Children’s peer play. Starting from Corsaro’s research, scholars have believed that peer 
play among children is the core driving force for peer culture formation. Yanık and Yaşar 
(2018) confirmed that children in Turkey formed complex peer cultures by creating symbols 
and play.

Fourthly, it has analyzed the relationship between children’s peer cultures and consumer 
cultures. Melton (2015), an American scholar, adopted Contemporary Consumer Culture 
Theory to figure out the role of cultures created by adults in the formation and development 
of children’s peer cultures. Based on children’s food consumption, the researcher investigated 
the roles of children’s peer cultures, social networks, and food in peer interaction and found 
that children used the exchange of snacks, candy, and toys to build social connections among 
peers. During this stage, children develop social competencies as they join peer groups with 
other children and become socialized into children’s peer cultures (Melton, 2015). Such 
research also investigated the formation of children’s peer cultures, albeit from a different 
perspective. This can be seen from the focus of the researchers on the important influence of 
adult cultures on the formation of children’s peer cultures, namely, the complex interactive 
relationship between children’s peer cultures and adult cultures. 

As mentioned, both themes primarily focus on studying why children’s peer cultures 
exist. Relevant research has furthered children’s peer culture research. Overall, studying 
how children’s peer cultures are created is complex and still in a nascent stage. The reason 
is that to solve the problem of why children’s peer cultures exist, researchers not only need 
to spend a lot of time and energy carrying out fieldwork in various countries to provide a 
thick description of the pattern of children’s peer cultures but also continuously conduct 
comparative analyses of fieldwork data to figure out the inherent forces that drive the 
formation of children’s peer cultures.

2.3　Limitations of Existing Children’s Peer Culture Research and Future Directions
From a global perspective, an increasing number of results have been made in children’s 
peer culture research since the 1980s. However, there is a substantial imbalance in the 
overall development of this field globally. Extant studies have concentrated in European and 
American developed countries, while many developing countries lack studies on children’s 
peer cultures. The main purpose of cultural research is to reveal the diversity and complexity 
of cultural patterns. When children’s peer culture research takes the voice of European 
and American countries as the dominant discourse, it tends to overshadow the diversity of 
childhood experiences and cultural differences, hindering the global advancement of research 
in children’s peer cultures.
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In China, early childhood peer culture research has not received adequate attention, which 
still adopts the traditional design used in children’s cultural research. The research stresses 
theoretical analysis rather than practical demonstration when dealing with macro issues, 
and the researchers treat themselves as outsiders and bystanders without a sense of deep 
experience and participation (Lin & Bian, 2018). Therefore, it is essential to break through 
the limitations of existing research in both scope and methodology to promote the continuous 
development of cultural research on children in China. As a methodology that enables adults 
to truly enter children’s cultural world, ethnography can further promote research on children 
in China, help adult society better understand and respect children, and benefit the mutual 
growth of adult cultures and children’s peer cultures.

In this context, it is of great research significance to delve deeper into the formation path 
of children’s peer cultures in China by providing a thick description of the core themes 
underlying preschool children’s peer cultures based on China’s reality. This kind of research 
is conducive to accumulating China-specific experience for global research on children’s peer 
cultures and provides abundant field data for future cross-cultural comparative studies.

3　Methods
3.1　Selecting Ethnography
Ethnography is a classical methodology used by anthropologists for cultural research. It 
is a methodology that emphasizes the detailed, dynamic, and contextualized description 
of people and their cultures and explores the lifestyle, values, and behavioral patterns of a 
specific culture (Chen, 2000). Adopting ethnographic methods contributes to the richness 
of data that researchers can collect to explain phenomena and issues from the perspective 
of local people. Specifically, in this study, the researchers used comparative ethnography 
and longitudinal ethnography to collect data. Corsaro (2020) demonstrated that “intensive, 
long-term comparative ethnography consistently uncovered children’s agency, the 
complexity of childhood” (p. 6). Therefore, in this study, the researchers conducted a 5-year 
ethnographic research from 2015 to 2019, employing a combination of purposive sampling 
and convenience sampling methods. This study was carried out in a private kindergarten and 
a public kindergarten in J City, Jiangsu Province, as well as a public kindergarten located 
in X City, Zhejiang Province. In terms of space, this study covered three kindergartens in 
two cities and two provinces in China, which facilitated horizontal comparative analysis 
of the research data. Regarding time, this study tracked the entire kindergarten life of the 
children, which enabled the researchers to collect more comprehensive field data and conduct 
longitudinal comparative analysis.

3.2　Collecting Field Data
To delve deeper into the children, get closer to them, and allow them to voice their own 
views in cultural research, the researchers adopted the strategy of atypical adults proposed 
by Corsaro (2003), that is, to become “a special friend who will not tell them what to do 
or attempt to control their behavior” (p. 6). Through the active shaping of research roles, 
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the researchers were gradually accepted and trusted by the children, and smoothly carried 
out this ethnographic research. The process of collecting field data for this study could be 
divided into two stages. The first stage was from April 13, 2015, to November 27, 2015. 
During this period, the researchers conducted 7-month field research in two kindergartens (G 
Kindergarten, a high-priced bilingual private kindergarten, and Z Kindergarten, a provincial 
first-class public kindergarten) located in J City, Jiangsu Province. The researchers tracked 
the peer life of children in two sampled classes from the second semester of the first year to 
the first semester of the second year. The second stage was from March 18, 2018, to June 
25, 2019. During this period, 8-month field research was conducted at S Kindergarten (a 
branch of a provincial first-class public kindergarten) situated in X City, Zhejiang Province. 
Additionally, the peer life of children in one sampled class was tracked from the second 
semester of the second year to the second semester of the third year.

This study employed a combination of participant observation, interviews with children, 
and analysis of physical objects and works, to collect data. The researchers mainly recorded 
various interaction events among children and their peers during their kindergarten day 
in detail. At the kindergarten site, the researchers carried notepads to record key events in 
shorthand. They also carried recording pens to record the detailed conversations among the 
children. Additionally, the researchers carried a small mobile phone with them to take some 
photos and videos of the events occurring among the children during observation without 
disrupting their natural interaction. After each day’s fieldwork, the researchers promptly 
reviewed and organized the field notes, recordings, and other materials collected from the site 
to ensure the richness and authenticity of the data. 

The method of interviewing children was implemented alongside the participant 
observation process. After starting a field observation at a kindergarten, the researchers 
conducted multiple random and group interviews with the children in the observed classes at 
the beginning, middle, and end of the process. The interview topics covered questions such 
as “Who are your best friends in the class,” “Who do you like to play with,” “Who don’t 
you like to play with,” “Which indoor and outdoor areas do you and your peers like most,” 
and “Which cartoons do you like most.” It can be seen that the researchers focused on the 
children’s peer relationships, preferences, and relevant reasons during the interviews. These 
interview data of the children were subsequently compared with the participant observation 
data to ensure the validity of the field research. 

Concurrently, physical objects and works were also analyzed during the participant 
observation process. In addition, the researchers collected photos of children’s daily artifacts, 
clothing, and small objects they brought to kindergarten. For example, they took photos 
of children’s snowflake molds and small LEGO creations, stickers on their water bottles, 
patterns on their clothes and shoes, and candies or small toys for gift exchanges. Analyzing 
these physical objects and works enabled the researchers to discover the children’s behavioral 
preferences and triangulate the data collected from participant observation and interviews. 
Finally, the researchers compiled a total of 290,000 words of field notes and recorded nearly 
30,000 words of children’s interview data in the field research conducted in J city. Similarly, 
at S Kindergarten in X City, an extensive collection of approximately 100,000 words of field 
notes was compiled with more than 25,000 words of children’s interview data.
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To ensure the reliability and accuracy of research results, it is necessary to avoid the 
problem of validity loss. Therefore, the researchers organized the notes electronically in 
a timely manner and used the atypical adult strategy for role management in this study to 
observe more authentic behavioral patterns within children. Meanwhile, they determined 
local concepts and conducted coding based solely on the words, phrases, and sentences that 
frequently appeared during children’s interaction, thus overcoming cultural preconceptions 
from the adult perspective. During the coding process, the researchers adopted a collaborative 
coding approach to ensure research validity by repeatedly verifying the consistency of the 
codes. Additionally, the most significant challenge was how to overcome the tendency to 
interpret children’s lives from an adult perspective. This necessitated the researchers to 
closely examine the collected data and employ relevant verification methods to perform 
repeated comparative data analyses during the analysis and coding process, thereby 
maintaining the insiders’ perspective. The validity of the research conclusions was ensured by 
constantly verifying the observation and interview data mentioned above using methods such 
as mutual validation and triangulation.

3.3　Coding and Framework of Field Data
3.3.1　Coding of Field Data
Organizing ethnographic data follows the norms of coding for qualitative research. It is 
not only a step-by-step process of coding, categorizing, summarizing, and establishing a 
framework, but also a process of selecting, concentrating, simplifying, abstracting, and 
transforming the data. In this study, the researchers used a combination of open coding and 
centralized coding to organize the field data.

During the open coding stage, the researchers classified the field notes according to the 
three kindergartens. The field data collected from these kindergartens were coded line-by-
line to identify the smallest codes or analysis units. The criterion for identifying the codes is 
based on the frequency of relevant words or content occurrences. Suppose certain phenomena 
repeatedly appear in the data and form a certain pattern. In that case, these phenomena are 
often considered the most important content in the data and the focus of the researcher’s 
attention, and they need to be recorded especially in detail (Chen, 2000, p. 282). When 
determining the codes, the researchers attempted to use the local concepts of children’s peer 
groups; that is, they used the language that was meaningful to the research objects (Chen, 
2000). In the open coding process, the researchers repeatedly read the field notes. They 
established the local concepts of the three kindergartens, respectively. Subsequently, the 
researchers compared, analyzed, consolidated, and categorized these concepts to determine 
the common local concepts reflected in these kindergartens.

During the centralized coding stage, the focus was to find the connections between the 
established codes, determine the broad research themes, and identify the sub-themes and 
sub-topics under the themes. Based on the common local concepts reflected in the three 
kindergartens, the researchers conducted category analysis and situational analysis of the 
various activities carried out by the children and their peers. After that, they systematically 
categorized and organized the five core themes of children’s peer cultures, as shown in Table 1.
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Table 1　Coding of the Themes of Children’s Peer Cultures in the Three Kindergartens
Theme Category Sub-category Corresponding local concept

Children’s self-
presentation 
among peers

(1) Displaying a strong 
self

(1.1.1) Using the rhetoric 
of exaggeration to 
demonstrate a strong self

100 years old/1,000 bowls

(1.1.2) Using the strategy of 
competition to display a 
strong self

Let’s compete./I can do this.

(1.1.3) Using external forces 
to express a strong self 
(such as Chinese zodiac 
animal, position)

Desk leader/team leader/
little teacher, born in the 
year of the Tiger in the 
Chinese zodiac

(2) Unleashing the 
repressed self

(1.2.1) Deliberately using 
bathroom language

Poo-poo

(1.2.2) Exposing private 
body parts to amuse peers

Slapping buttocks

(1.2.3) Uniting in teasing the 
teacher

(The teacher is) an old woman

Children’s 
friendly 
interaction 
with peers

(1) Sharing materials 
and playing together

(2.1.1) Proactively sharing 
play materials

We

(2.1.2) Protecting play space 
and order

My (place)

(2) Giving prohibited 
objects as gifts to 
build friendships

(2.2.1) Giving scarce 
resources in the class as 
gifts

Giving pens

(2.2.2) Giving toys or other 
resources prohibited in the 
class as gifts

Giving candies or gems

(3) Establishing early 
friendships

(2.3.1) Early friendships 
among girls

Mom and baby, pretty, help

(2.3.2) Early friendships 
among boys

Fighting with each other for 
fun

Children’s 
conflict and 
segregation 
among peers

(1) Conflict during 
interaction

(3.1.1) Physical conflict Complaining to the teacher

(3.1.2) Verbal conflict Friend

(2) Social 
differentiation

(3.2.1) Gender segregation Boys and girls

Children’s 
collective 
play routines

(1) Collective play 
routines on the 
outdoor playground

(4.1.1) Children’s collective 
play routines of simulating 
danger

Pretending (exploded)

(4.1.2) Children’s collective 
play routines of 
reconstructing social life 
experience

Money

(2) Collective play 
routines in the 
classroom (4.1.3) Children’s 

collective play routines of 
reconstructing family life 
experience

Dinosaur family

(To be continued)
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Theme Category Sub-category Corresponding local concept

Secondary 
adjustments 
of children 
to classroom 
rules

(1) Children’s 
secondary 
adjustments to 
classroom rules 
about time

(5.1.1) Using the time rules 
to have fun

Soy milk or milk

(5.1.2) Changing the time 
rules set by adults

Whoever is slower wins.

(2) Children’s 
secondary 
adjustments to 
classroom rules 
about space

(5.2.1) Adopting the strategy 
of changing a space’s 
function

Chase-run-chase

(5.2.2) Looking for a secret 
space

Secret space

3.3.2　Logical Framework of Field Data
The five core themes of children’s peer cultures reflected the dynamic process through 
which preschool children’s peer cultures were created, gradually unfolding as the children 
accumulated experiences of preschool life. The theme of children’s self-presentation among 
peers reflected the unique language styles and behavioral patterns exhibited by individual 
children in peer interaction. The themes of children’s friendly interaction with peers and 
their conflicts and segregation among peers reflected the two distinct behavioral patterns that 
gradually formed as peer interaction progressed, namely, peace and friendship, and conflict 
and segregation among peers. The themes of children’s collective play routines and secondary 
adjustments to classroom rules reflected the two behavioral patterns of children’s collective 
activities that emerged as children’s group relationships became more stable, namely, the 
collective pretend play of peer groups and the secondary adjustments to rules set by adults. 

The logical clues of the five core themes restored the developmental trajectory of 
children’s transition from the individual “self” world to the collective “our” world after 
starting kindergarten life. This logical analytical framework focused on shedding light on 
how children joined a cultural group and successfully became group members. It then delved 
deeper into analyzing the logic of children’s actions so as to reveal the formation path of 
children’s peer cultures.

4　Analysis
An analysis of the field data showed that although the three kindergartens differed in terms 
of nature, scale, classroom environment, daily activity schedule, curriculum organization, 
and other aspects, children in all three kindergartens actively built a cultural life with their 
peers within the context where adults held authority. In interacting with peers, individual 
children employed various strategies to build a strong self and present a more authentic 
self in front of their peers. As peer interaction deepened, two distinct peer cultures emerged 
among the children, a peaceful peer culture centered on sharing and a conflictive peer culture 
centered on segregation. As their internal network of relationships developed, these three 
groups of children created collective play routines based on the specific space-time contexts 

(Continued)
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of their respective kindergartens. These routines could be seen as vivid reflections of how 
adult cultures were creatively transformed by the children. Simultaneously, surrounded by 
adult cultures, the children with a stronger sense of autonomy and control began to actively 
resist the control imposed by an adult-dominated world through secondary adjustments, thus 
winning more freedom for interactive engagement. Overall, the children created a series 
of relatively stable activities and meaningful symbols (in language, gestures, and graphics) 
during peer interaction. These activity forms and meaningful symbols reflected their common 
values and concerns, and gradually formed peer cultures characterized by both a playful spirit 
and complex interpersonal relationships.

4.1　Children’s Self-Presentation among Peers
The field observations conducted in the three kindergartens revealed significant differences 
between children’s self-presentation in the presence of peers and adults. During peer 
interaction, preschool children were good at using a variety of strategies to present that they 
were powerful and build a stronger self. Meanwhile, the children also exhibited a more 
authentic self, especially the self that was suppressed by various organizational rules of their 
classroom environment.

4.1.1　Demonstrating a Strong Self
Symbolic interactionism believes that “the unique ability of humans compared to other 
species is creating symbols. Language is one of the most important symbols created by 
humans” (Turner, 2001, p. 23). In the three kindergartens, the children were good at using 
symbolic language to construct a cultural world of their own. During peer interaction, they 
frequently used sentences with “I” as the subject, gradually forming a distinctive linguistic 
style.

Firstly, the rhetoric of exaggeration was used to demonstrate a strong self. For example, 
the children would say things like “I’m 100 years old,” “I can pat it like this 10,000 times,” 
“I can eat 1,000 bowls,” and “I can count to a billion.” These were the local concepts used in 
the peer conversations observed in the field research. For the children, numbers served as an 
abstract way of expressing their self-perception. However, in understanding quantities, they 
gradually perceived the important meanings conveyed by numbers. Phrases such as “100 
years old,” “1,000 bowls,” and “10,000 times” showed how the children actively used their 
perception of numbers to showcase their abilities to peers. Through the use of exaggeration, 
the children realized their desire to develop a strong self and made their conversations with 
peers full of fun.

Secondly, the strategy of competition was used to demonstrate a strong self. In the 
classrooms of three kindergartens, the children and their peers enjoyed showcasing their 
abilities through competition. The children would argue with their peers, claiming “I’m the 
most beautiful,” “I raise my hand the highest,” and “I ate the fastest.” They would compare 
who was taller, who raised their hand higher, who ate faster, and so on to demonstrate their 
abilities. In the process of competition, the children exhibited a strong desire to win, hoping to 
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outperform others. By mutual comparison, they gradually absorbed the evaluation standards 
of adult society into their lives and used these evaluation systems to foster a strong self.

Thirdly, external forces were used to express a strong self. The external forces the children 
chose to rely on could be divided into two types: images with certain power and roles in the 
adult world, and images with strong power in other living beings.

In the first scenario, the children used the role assigned by adults to present themselves to 
their peers. They might imitate the tone and posture of adults when interacting with peers, 
saying things like “I’m the deputy team leader Today! Everyone stands up straight!” or 
“I’m the little teacher today, so put that away!” By observing the behaviors of adults who 
had certain power and roles, the children absorbed power relationships in adult cultures and 
creatively reproduced complex relationships between role, power, and personal strength in 
their peer interaction.

In the second scenario, the children used other creatures with superhuman powers to 
demonstrate their strength. For instance, the boys often showcased to their peers the special 
abilities of the structures they built with construction materials and frequently used phrases 
like “I am XXX” to exhibit their superhuman power. They might say, “I am Super Wings,” 
“I am Ultraman,” “I am the Dinosaur King,” or “I am Spider-Man.” The girls tended to say 
things like “I am Elsa (the Snow Queen)” or “I am Twilight Sparkle.” Through a cross-
gender analysis, it could be seen that the images the children chose to represent themselves all 
possessed certain incredible superhuman powers. Whether it was boys’ favorite superheroes 
or girls’ favorite Queen Elsa, such fictional supernatural creatures provided them with a 
sense of control that satisfied their inner need to build a super strong self. In the context of 
globalization, children are deeply influenced by mass media, especially the images portrayed 
in cartoons. Cartoons serve as important cultural symbols created by adults for children while 
also reflecting expectations from adult cultures for the socialization of children. In an era 
of globalization, diverse cultural symbols spread rapidly worldwide. For example, Disney 
theme parks and Disney Princess cartoon series from the United States have become hugely 
popular globally and exert a profound influence on children’s daily lives worldwide as a kind 
of cultural symbol created by adults. However, children do not passively imitate these adult-
created cultural symbols; instead, they selectively absorb and internalize them and use them 
as important media in peer interaction to construct their own peer cultures.

Additionally, the field research found that even in the context of globalization, the children 
retained an interactive experience of inheriting, absorbing, internalizing, and reconstructing 
traditional Chinese cultural symbols. For instance, the children used the cultural symbol 
of China’s 12 zodiac animals to assert their strength in peer interaction. With a history 
spanning thousands of years, the 12 zodiac animals have had a profound influence on 
Chinese culture. These animals represent some of the animal totems worshipped by ancient 
people (Huang, 1994). From the perspective of children’s cognitive system, there are some 
similarities between zodiac culture and primitive human totemism; both involve showcasing 
strength by transferring energy from their respective zodiac signs. In China, the kindergarten 
enrollment policy requires that new students must be at least 3 years old by September 1 of 
the year, which means that each junior class may have children born in two adjacent zodiac 
years. The researchers observed in the kindergartens in J City that the children in Class 
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B, G Kindergarten, and Class A, Z Kindergarten were born in the years of the Tiger and 
Rabbit. The children in the two classes often used the following strategy during interaction: 
The children born in the Tiger year would emphasize, “I’m a Tiger, you’re a Rabbit, I can 
eat you,” while those born in the Rabbit year would counter by mentioning their parents 
or grandparents who were born in the years of Tiger, Ox, or Loong—animals believed to 
offer protection. Cultural symbols disseminated worldwide through media in the context of 
globalization, such as native Chinese ones like zodiac animals and globally popular figures 
like Ultraman or Snow Queen, enabled the children to construct their own peer cultures while 
showcasing a stronger self that transcended their individual limitations.

4.1.2　Unleashing the Repressed Self
When interacting with peers and demonstrating a strong self, the children also enjoyed using 
hidden spaces in the classroom to unleash their repressed side. The following three strategies 
were mainly manifested in children’s behaviors.

Firstly, they intentionally used bathroom language in the presence of their peers. Essa (2011) 
found that “many 4-year-old children like coining words or use bathroom language, such as 
pee-pee, ca-ca, poo-poo, potty” (p. 102). Bathroom language is a natural part of children’s 
language development, and as they grow older, many children will no longer be enthusiastic 
about using such language. During conversations with their peers, the children tended 
to deliberately use words like “smelly poop,” “poop,” and “stinky fart.” However, in the 
presence of their teacher, they tended to refrain from employing such vocabulary and instead 
primarily utilized it for joking with their peers. Upon realizing the teacher’s presence, they 
would promptly alter their language or show an embarrassed expression.

Secondly, the children exposed their private body parts to amuse their peers. When the 
children entered certain fixed and relatively concealed areas of the classroom, especially 
the toilet, they would do some behaviors that adults considered impolite. For example, they 
deliberately slapped their buttocks when their peers were around. This kind of behavior was 
not limited to boys; girls also did it to amuse their peers.

Thirdly, they united in teasing teachers. The children did not do this with malice. They 
often targeted the more approachable teachers. For example, during collective teaching 
activities, the teacher would become stricter with the children to ensure effective teaching 
in the classroom. Usually, the teacher would ask the children to keep quiet and focused. 
However, the children derived amusement from seizing upon the teacher’s occasional 
linguistic errors and behaved exaggeratedly. They would mimic the teacher’s verbal mistakes, 
with bolder individuals often assuming leadership roles while others echoed their actions, 
thus enhancing the power of the peer group. By uniting to tease their teacher, the children 
changed the original situation that adults controlled.

Overall, the three strategies reflected the active resistance of the children against their 
repressed selves controlled by adults. For the children, breaking free from the taboos set by 
adults was an important theme of childhood life. While confronting these taboos, they derived 
great pleasure from controlling their own lives.
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4.2　Children’s Friendly Interaction with Peers
Children’s active participation in their peer group and their acquisition of membership are of 
great significance for the collective construction of children’s peer cultures. Corsaro (2003) 
stated that “kids are sociable. They want to be involved, to participate, and to be part of the 
group” (p. 36). As the field research proceeded, it was found that the children in the three 
kindergartens were skilled at using various interaction strategies within their kindergarten 
environment to actively establish and maintain shared play relationships with their peers. In 
the meantime, the children gradually became significant contributors to their own cultures, 
playing a crucial role in shaping peer cultures and reshaping adult cultures.

4.2.1　Sharing Materials to Play Together
As the field research proceeded, it was found that even the children in the junior classes 
preferred to engage in activities with their peers. They not only wanted other children to 
play with them but also desired to join in the play of other children. During peer interaction, 
the children gradually formed two seemingly contradictory yet closely related behavioral 
patterns: On the one hand, they proactively shared play materials with other children and 
actively established shared play relationships. On the other hand, once a play relationship 
between two children was established, they would strictly safeguard the play space and play 
order and exclude other children from joining. Such behavior was often misunderstood by 
adults as unwillingness to share and selfishness. In fact, the children did not refuse to share. 
The rationale behind their actions lay in the preservation of their ongoing collective activities. 
“The protection of interactive space involves children’s attempts to maintain control over 
specific play events that they have worked very hard to create” (Corsaro, 2014, p. 187). For 
the children, the time and space for free play in the classroom were limited, and finding peers 
to play with together was extremely precious. These two seemingly contradictory activities 
were, in essence, active actions taken by the children to maintain the play with their peers.

4.2.2　Giving Prohibited Objects as Gifts to Build Friendships
The children would also cleverly bring some scarce resources or prohibited objects to school 
and share them with other children, thus building friendships with their peers. Firstly, the 
children would actively give gifts of scarce resources to build friendships. For example, in 
Class B of G Kindergarten, the teacher allowed the children to bring their watercolor pens 
and crayons into the classroom. The children who had various pens gradually became the 
owners of scarce resources among their peers, and the other children who lacked watercolor 
pens needed to borrow them from the owners. In the process of borrowing pens, the children 
who owned scarce resources would take the initiative to build friendships with other children 
by saying “I’ll give you a fluorescent pen,” “I’ll give you a handful of colored pens,” or “I’ll 
give you a set of colored pencils.”

Secondly, the children would exchange objects or food that were prohibited by teachers to 
build friendships. They would secretly bring some snacks or small toys to school and share 
them with other children, thus building friendships with their peers. The objects circulating 
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among children in secret were often small things that adults did not care about, such as 
stickers, paper creations made by the children themselves, small decorations on shoes or 
clothes, or even small balls made by rubbing fuzz from sweaters. These items were all used 
by the children to exchange or give to each other as a means of building friendships.

4.2.3　Forming Early Friendship Relationships
The early childhood friendships gradually formed as the children’s peers accumulated shared 
play experiences. In general, as interaction among the children deepened from the junior 
class to the senior class, stable early friendships would be established with gender as the 
basic unit of analysis. In Class C of S Kindergarten, the researchers conducted a 2-year-
long longitudinal study on the peer relationships of children in the class. By consolidating 
the interview data and the field observation data around these children (Figures 1-4 show 
the statistical results of children’s nominations of their favorite peers), it was found that the 
friendships among the children in the class exhibited a clear tendency to take gender as the 
basic unit of analysis. Preschool children’s first friends are those they can often play with. 
Through the analysis of the field data from the three kindergartens, three characteristics of 
early friendships among children could be summarized. Firstly, as the children accumulated 
shared experiences in kindergarten, their circle of intimate friends comprising both boys and 
girls expanded. Secondly, the early friendships formed in the class showed strong stability and 
continuity. Thirdly, the early friendships formed in the class exhibited a tendency toward gender 
segregation, with both the boys and girls tending to establish intimate relationships with their 
same-gender peers. Furthermore, compared to the boys, the relationships among the girls were 
more complex and exhibited a greater inclination toward establishing intimate connections. In both 
2- and 3-peer groups, the girls established more intimate connections than the boys.

In the process of establishing intimate relationships among the girls, the early interaction 
experience accumulated in their families, shared interests and hobbies, as well as 
opportunities for joint play were all key elements that promoted friendship formation. As the 
field observations proceeded, the researchers found that, unlike the boys who were passionate 
about physical confrontation, the girls preferred gentler and more intimate physical contact. 
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The girls often gathered together and whispered secrets to each other, thereby highlighting 
their intimacy. This close physical contact facilitated a sense of security and affiliation for 
the girls. At the same time, the girls engaged in pretend play related to beauty and intimate 
relationships to further consolidate group relationships, and a circle of female friends formed.

The early friendships established among the boys were similar to those formed among the 
girls, with the children who comprised their circles of friends being the peers they frequently 
played with. However, unlike the girls who developed intimate relationships through gentle 
physical contact, the boys built friendships through physical confrontation. In the interviews 
with the boys, when the researchers asked, “I often see you boys gather together, what do 
you like to play?” the boys smiled and replied, “We enjoy fighting with each other.” During 
field observations, it was found that when the boys gathered together, they enjoyed playful 
fights, especially using imaginary objects with superhuman power for competitive play. 
When discussing their preferred cartoons, they mentioned Opti-Morphs, PlayerUnknown’s 
Battlegrounds, and Miniforce. The cartoons chosen by the boys all contained values of 
heroism, such as confrontation, adventure, and battle. This shared preference offered them 
themes to continue their pretend play, for example, war, transformation and combination, 
all of which were filled with confrontational elements. Moreover, these characteristics of 
the boys made them more open to the establishment of peer relationships. Rather than being 
fascinated by a sense of stability and belonging in these relationships, the boys were driven 
by a desire to attain a sense of control and exert power within confrontational relationships.

Through field research, it was confirmed that the children were active in developing 
early friendships and mobilizing various favorable resources around them to expand and 
maintain their precious intimate relationships. As the children transitioned from playing 
alone to playing with their peers, the level of their social participation had seen a remarkable 
improvement. This process allowed the children to gradually move beyond their own worlds 
and enter larger peer worlds.

4.3　Children’s Conflict and Segregation among Peers
Corsaro (2014) argued that “although social participation and friendship are central 
processes in the peer cultures of young children, differentiation in peer relations begins 
in early childhood” (p. 174). The field research found that the processes of conflict and 
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social segregation among the children were intricately intertwined. On the one hand, they 
complicated the organizational structure within the children’s peer groups. On the other hand, 
they added dimensions to the connotation of the children’s peer cultures.

4.3.1　Conflict during Interaction
In the three kindergartens researched, the conflicts among children could be categorized 
into two main types: overt physical conflicts and covert verbal conflicts. As the researchers 
observed in the three kindergartens, the primary cause of physical conflicts among children 
was competition over materials. From an overall perspective of the classroom environment, 
the materials that triggered the competition often had the following characteristics: There was 
no clear order for their use; they were not suitable for simultaneous use by multiple children 
in terms of quantity and structure; and they were scarce resources in the class.

In addition to overt physical conflicts, intense verbal conflicts and debates happened during 
children’s peer interaction, and such disputes were usually not easily detected by teachers. 
That was because the children would use covert language strategies to engage in conflicts. 
One of the most covert strategies was using the sense of belonging and exclusivity associated 
with the word “friend” to pressure their peers. When interacting with peers, the children 
would actively use the word “friend” to effectively join play, protect the play space, and 
maintain their opportunities for free play. For example, children might say, “I am your friend, 
right? If I am your friend, it’s okay, right?” “If you don’t give it to me, I won’t be your friend 
anymore,” or even “He/she can’t (do it) because he/she is not my friend.” During the process 
of language conflicts, rejection among peers might happen, which could put great emotional 
pressure on the children. However, throughout the process, the children would gradually 
develop a more intimate peer relationship network and establish a sense of belonging and 
intimacy with one another.

4.3.2　Gender Segregation
Alongside the children’s selection of friends and the establishment of intimate relationships, 
social differentiation within the children’s peer groups gradually unfolded. One of the most 
apparent behavioral characteristics was the emergence of significant gender segregation. 
Gender refers to the group characteristics and behavioral patterns associated with being 
female or male in the socio-cultural context. The concept of gender emphasizes the cultural 
characteristics of gender and reflects the various meanings ascribed to masculinity and 
femininity (Jin, 2008). The phenomenon of gender segregation will promote the formation 
of more complex subcultural groups characterized by different subcultural styles within 
children’s peer cultures.

As the researchers observed in the three kindergartens, the three groups of children 
corresponding to the three kindergartens gradually exhibited a noticeable trend of gender 
segregation. However, this phenomenon was more pronounced in Class B of G Kindergarten 
and Class C of S Kindergarten compared to Class A of Z Kindergarten. When the researchers 
conducted field research in Class A of Z Kindergarten and Class B of G Kindergarten, the 
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children were in their first semester of junior or middle classes (aged 3-4 or 4-5). However, 
the children in Class A of Z Kindergarten engaged more frequently in cross-gender play and 
had not yet formed relatively fixed peer relationships. Further analysis of different types 
of data revealed that the children in Class A of Z Kindergarten were fixed in a U-shaped 
space formed by desks and chairs, and their seating was directly arranged by the teacher. 
Additionally, the class size was larger (42 students), and the children’s free play time was 
limited. These factors might have influenced the manifestation of gender segregation among 
the children. In contrast, in Class B of G Kindergarten (25 students), the children did not have 
fixed seats. They had more time and opportunities to choose playmates, which might have 
resulted in more pronounced gender segregation during their interaction. 

This could be evidenced through role allocation based on gender during collective play 
routines, as shown in the field observation conducted in the class. When the researchers 
conducted research in Class C of S Kindergarten (24 students), they found that the children 
were in middle or senior classes (aged 5-6), and there was a particularly pronounced 
trend toward gender segregation. This phenomenon was associated with the children’s 
physiological maturity while being more closely linked to class C’s environment, daily life 
schedule arrangements, and opportunities for free play. In response to the development of 
kindergarten curriculum reform, Class C’s daily schedule arrangements became more play-
oriented, and the teachers provided the children with more opportunities for free play and 
interactive spaces. This allowed the children to demonstrate gender segregation when they 
made choices on their own.

As the field observation proceeded, the researchers found that an important factor 
contributing to the pronounced trend of gender segregation in peer relationships among the 
children was the significant difference in their choice of shared play themes. As discussed 
above, the boys mainly engaged in shared play centered around superhuman powers and 
competitive battles, while the girls chiefly focused on beauty and intimate emotions.

The boys derived great pleasure from imagining small models and toys in the real world 
as super-powerful objects in their cognition. They would employ an exaggerated tone to 
discuss transformation and combination and instantly pretend to be incredibly powerful 
before interacting with their peers. During such pretend play, the boys particularly loved 
grafting superhuman power onto the objects or images they could control, thereby indirectly 
highlighting their own strength. This was an incredibly prominent feature in the choice of 
interactive play themes among the boys. During shared play, the boys mainly chose two types 
of objects to demonstrate their strength and engage in battles with others. The first type was 
large objects with a powerful and destructive appearance, such as formidable aircrafts, super 
rockets, and guns. The second type included images depicting characters with superhuman 
powers, such as Ultraman, Spider-Man, Optimus Prime, and Opti-Morphs. The boys would 
first assemble objects with building materials and then use them for pretend play, which 
often revolved around determining who was stronger or engaging in adventure-and-rescue 
scenarios. The playthings they assembled were often described with modifiers like “super,” 
“invincible,” and “very powerful.” At first, they would often say, “My toy is very powerful” 
and “my toy can beat yours.” Gradually, they started to say, “I am very powerful” and “I 
can defeat you.” The boys were passionate about assuming roles with superhuman abilities. 
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This satisfied their strong desire to win in battle-themed play and met preschool children’s 
inherent need to showcase their great power and control over their own lives. The boys 
loved imagining themselves as supermen who were able to rescue people in need and control 
everything. During play, the boys would compete for the roles of hero and assign the roles 
of monster, thief, and demon to the weakest or the least popular boys in the group. Featuring 
battle themes, such play fully reflected the boys’ strong desire for heroism and homeland 
defense. In this peer cultural group, they gradually acquired their initial masculinity. The 
group of children played an indispensable and important role in the process of gender 
socialization. Moreover, during interviews conducted by the researchers, the boys also 
expressed a preference for constructive play and were more willing to play in the constructive 
play area as well as the puzzle play area. Notably, this choice among the boys satisfied their 
desire to freely construct materials and subsequently engage in playful conflicts. 

By contrast, the girls preferred play related to beauty and emotion during their interaction. 
The shared play among the girls could be divided into two major categories. One category 
was interactive play related to beauty. They would engage in beauty competition play such 
as “whose dress is more beautiful,” “whose dress is flared out in the largest circle,” and 
“applying cosmetics and becoming beautiful.” They would also wear beautiful crowns 
and imagine themselves as princesses and queens for pretend play. The other category was 
pretend play related to intimate emotional relationships. The girls would take on roles such as 
“mom cooking for her baby,” “mom having a baby,” “sister making cookies,” or an “anxious 
mom whose baby is lost” to reflect their focus on intimate emotional relationships. Through 
the analysis of the field data, it was found that the girls were keen on playing the roles of 
caregivers and care recipients in pretend play and especially often showed concern and 
attachment emotions for their same-gender mother role. Additionally, the girls chose themes 
related to beauty, such as makeup, beautiful clothes, crowns, and other items that could make 
them look better. They preferred to imagine themselves as princesses during pretend play and 
used materials like snowflake molds to build gardens, castles, and other objects. 

Overall, the themes predominantly chosen by the girls for the interactive play spontaneously 
initiated by them closely aligned with the roles of their gender and a pursuit of external beauty. 
Notably, emotional release was a core theme characteristic among this group of girls. In 
interviews conducted afterward, the girls expressed a shared preference for engaging in the art 
area. As explained in the interviews, “We girls all like going to the art area and making things 
on our own there.” The art area provided more colorful materials for the girls to manipulate 
and make beautiful things with.

In sum, conflict and segregation were core elements of the children’s peer cultures. As a 
natural result of the children’s growing engagement in group life, the processes of conflict 
and differentiation might constantly complicate the social organizational structure within the 
children’s peer groups.

4.4　Children’s Collective Play Routines 
Play routines are a stable form of activity and naturally form among children during their 
interaction. Children’s collective play routines, which are regular activities conducted by 
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them, occur at specific time periods every day, and involve the majority of children in the 
class. The habitual, taken-for-granted character of routines provides children and all social 
actors with the security and shared understanding of belonging to a social group. Routines 
are highly predictable and provide a framework for producing, displaying, and interpreting a 
wide range of sociocultural knowledge (Corsaro, 2014). Corsaro (2014) also noted that “once 
children establish shared play, they produce a wide range of behavioral routines.” (p. 161) 
Collective play routines involve “patterned, repetitive, and cooperative expressions of the 
shared values and concerns of peer cultures” (p. 161). After coding and classifying the field 
data from the three kindergartens, it was found that the three groups of children fully utilized 
the activity resources of their respective kindergartens and collectively developed a wide 
range of play routines. In those collective ones, the children exhibited a unique behavioral 
pattern, namely, collective pretend play. These collective play routines demonstrated 
the creativity and sharing of children’s peer cultures, as well as the process of creative 
assimilation and reconstruction of adult cultures. Overall, collective play routines made 
outstanding contributions to forging a sense of belonging, building identity, and creating peer 
cultures among the children.

4.4.1　“The Volcano Erupted” 
Compared to indoor environments, outdoor environments provide children with more free 
space for running and chasing activities. In the outdoor playground, preschool children can 
“fully feel life with their whole bodies, experience the spirit of fearlessness and adventure in 
play, explore new terrains, and create exciting, dramatic situations” (Moyles, 2021, p. 215). 
Through field observation, it was found that the children were adept at utilizing the resources 
in the outdoor playground to engage in adventure play simulating danger.

Such dangerous play repeatedly occurred in the outdoor playground, accompanied by 
a fixed behavioral pattern. Firstly, the children would discover a special space, such as a 
relatively high slope or a fire hydrant enclosed by an iron railing. Then, they would imagine 
these high slopes or fire hydrants as sources of explosive dangers like volcanoes. Next, they 
would deliberately approach the “source of danger” together. One child would take the lead 
in shouting the warning that “XXX exploded!” and the remaining children would quickly run 
away in all directions. Afterward, they would approach the “source of danger” and retreat 
in the screams that “XXX exploded” again. The collective pretend behavior of discovering 
danger, successfully escaping danger, returning to the danger zone, rediscovering danger, and 
successfully escaping danger again would cyclically occur in the outdoor playgrounds.

The explosion play was full of tension and excitement. The children established a 
connection between their knowledge and experiences about volcanic eruptions and fire 
hydrant explosions, which were dangers in the adult world, to the spatial scenes of their 
kindergarten. The children continuously obtained a sense of control by repeating the process 
of creating danger, escaping danger, and conquering danger during collective pretend play. 
Collective adventure play allowed them to gain greater power, thus alleviating their inner 
anxieties about growth and fears of dangerous things.
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4.4.2　“Paying Money”
In the outdoor playground, the children demonstrated their adeptness at creatively 
reconstructing their social life experiences, such as going to amusement parks or riding high-
speed trains, when participating in collective play routines with their peers. In the playground 
of Z Kindergarten, the children collectively transformed an “iron chain bridge” that adults 
had set up to train their balance and leg strength in a creative way. When using the “iron 
chain bridge,” the children creatively added a money-paying step. When the children arrived 
at the playground to use the bridge, one child would stand at one end of the bridge and say, 
“Pay money!” Every child who was going to cross the bridge would respond cooperatively 
by saying, “Already paid!” Furthermore, the children tacitly replaced the currency of adult 
society with leaves that could be obtained in the playground. Through the children’s creative 
transformation, the “iron chain bridge” designed by adults for physical exercise was given 
new meaning as a playful element and constantly provided amusement for the children.

4.4.3　“Dinosaur Family Gathering”
Moreover, the children creatively transformed their family life experiences when participating 
in collective play routines. In the playground of S Kindergarten, the child group of Class C 
linked human family life with their beloved powerful animals and creatively produced the 
play routine of “Dinosaur Family Gathering.” The children placed various colored tires one 
after another to form a closed circle. Then they sat around this circle and assigned roles to 
play in the dinosaur family: A boy with great capacity suggested himself to play the role of 
the dad of the dinosaur family, then the dad selected a girl to play as mom, and the remaining 
children acted as their dinosaur babies. Most of the children in the class were willing to join 
this play, while those who were less popular were excluded. Those assigned roles conducted 
a pretend play based on familiar family life scenarios. The children imagined the round tires 
as the shower room, dining room, or bedroom of their home, or as a private car, a yacht, or 
other vehicles they could use when they went out to play. When they creatively reconstructed 
various family life scenarios in the kindergarten space, they created peer cultures. 
Additionally, they conveyed a sense of intimacy through the concept of family to indicate 
familiarity among peers, thus fostering stronger cohesion and belonging among them.

4.5　Secondary Adjustments to Classroom Rules by Children
Life within the family is different from that in kindergarten. As a special educational 
institution, the kindergarten has special requirements for norms and systems (Wang, 2017). 
The behavioral norms that teachers impose on children are translated into a set of rules, which 
are often uniform and compulsory for daily life within the classroom. As children become 
familiar with these classroom rules, they will make secondary adjustments to gain some 
control over their own lives. Secondary adjustment, proposed by Erving Goffman, refers to 
“any habitual arrangement by which a member of an organization employs unauthorized 
means, or obtains unauthorized ends, or both, thus getting around the organization’s 
assumptions as to what he or she should do and get and hence what he or she should be” 
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(Liang, 2011, p. 7). The field research found that the children’s secondary adjustments 
could be regarded as a creative collective response of children to adult rules. The children 
derived great pleasure and a sense of control from actively changing the rules set by adults. 
The secondary adjustments made by the children to the classroom rules set by teachers were 
not fundamentally aimed at destroying them. On the contrary, such adjustments could help 
maintain order in the classroom while prompting teachers to actively adjust less reasonable 
rules, thus making the normative system of the classroom more people-centered.

4.5.1　Children’s Secondary Adjustments to Classroom Rules about Time
In the kindergarten classroom, the teachers prioritized systematicity and a sense of order in 
the daily schedule, emphasizing the cultivation of children’s time consciousness. The teachers 
strengthened the children’s awareness of time rules through two strategies: emphasizing the 
need to do specific tasks at designated times and urging the children to improve their time 
efficiency. As the children became more familiar with classroom rules, they would find that 
they could not directly oppose time rules set by adults. However, they would also actively 
adopt various strategies to resist adult control.

(1) “Secretly eating in advance”: Using the time rules to have fun. The children 
collaborated secretly to eat in advance during mealtimes to challenge the unified 
requirement set by adults of waiting for the caregiver to distribute the food and then 
eating together. Secretly eating in advance was a small secret among the children, but 
in fact, the teachers were aware of it. However, the teachers did not strictly prohibit or 
punish the children for such behavior. Part of the reason was that the teachers emphasized 
the behavioral norm of maintaining silence during mealtimes, and the children’s secretly 
eating in advance actually adhered to this rule. Moreover, the teachers agreed that it 
was necessary to flexibly implement the requirement of waiting for the caregiver to 
distribute the food and then eat together. Owing to a large class size, the food distributed 
first would quickly become cold in cold weather, which is not conducive to the health of 
preschool children if they eat it. Having taken a hint from the teacher’s flexible attitude, 
the children managed to find a way that allowed them not only to create happiness among 
their peers but also to take control of their own lives. The children’s careful adjustments 
to uniform rules and constant exploration of behavioral boundaries set by adults could 
help them better understand the meaning behind adult world rules.

(2) “Whoever is slower wins”: Actively changing the time rules set by adults. The field 
research conducted in the three kindergartens spanned nearly five years. Despite many 
changes in daily routines, the unified rule for nap time remained unchanged. Nap time in 
the kindergartens was a unified and mandatory institutional arrangement. Regardless of 
whether the children wanted to sleep or could fall asleep, all of them had to participate in 
the nap routine. During nap time, the teachers required them to “sleep quickly,” “close 
your eyes and mouth,” and “don’t talk during nap time.” However, faced with such 
uniform requirements, some children who did not want to take a nap would use all sorts 
of ways to delay their nap time. For example, ostensibly complying with the teacher’s 
instructions, they appeared to be undressing and tidying up their clothes in preparation 
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for sleep. However, their actual pace of action was noticeably slower. Those children 
who were reluctant to take a nap would deliberately slow down the speed of undressing 
and tidying up clothes. Some even played the game of whoever was slower winning with 
their peers during the process. This not only made them feel fun and delayed the nap time 
but also demonstrated their active resistance to the rule that whoever is faster is the best set 
by adults and gave them a sense of control.

Children’s secondary adjustments to adult rules play a distinctly important role in 
maintaining and updating the social rule system. Currently, some kindergartens in China 
have taken the initiative to adjust the unified system for nap time. Imagine if children always 
silently endure and never resist, how can adults be able to realize the problems behind the 
unified management? Moreover, the adaptability of children to the unified rules set by 
adults is clearly manifested through the nap routine. In this connection, children’s secondary 
adjustments to the nap rule facilitate adult cultures’ transition toward a more democratic and 
people-centered direction.

4.5.2　Children’s Secondary Adjustments to Classroom Rules about Space
In addition to actively adjusting the time rules in class, the children also made secondary 
adjustments to the rules related to space in the classroom. Such adjustments were chiefly 
manifested in the following two strategies: Firstly, the children would actively change the 
function of the activity space planned by the teacher. For example, there was an area for 
collective teaching activities in the three classrooms this study researched. The area was 
under the strict control of the teacher for collective activities, but after the activities were 
over, it would be changed into a place for free play by the children again. Secondly, the 
children would create opportunities and covertly construct secret spaces for peer interaction 
without being discovered by adults to expand their space for free play. These secret spaces 
helped the children temporarily escape from the activity spaces controlled by adults and 
offered them a space to create “under life” relatively freely with their peers. Such secret 
spaces mainly included various corner areas, bathrooms, corners of the classroom away 
from the blackboard, and corridors where teacher supervision was usually loose. Therefore, 
the children would have more opportunities to conduct autonomous activities in these 
spaces, thereby actively using these free activity spaces to create diverse ways and contents 
of play.

5　Analysis of the Formation Path of Preschool Children’s Peer Cultures
Children’s peer cultures are formed within children and are a cultural form with children 
playing the leading role in their creation. A thick description of their core themes helps 
to present the unique behavioral patterns of children and reflect their common behavioral 
concerns and value pursuits. Children’s peer cultures are communal, collective, shared, and 
action-oriented.

As shown in Figure 5, the formation of children’s peer cultures is tied to adult cultures, 
which have accompanied children since their birth. For children, early parent-child interaction 
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in the family has contributed to a rich experience of participation in cultural routines. After 
they enter kindergarten, such experience is continuously manifested in their interaction 
with their peers and other adults and becomes an important resource for children to form 
peer cultures. Through the creative possession of experience, children constantly absorb, 
innovate, and reconstruct the existing adult cultures in their play, realizing the reconstruction 
and enrichment of adult cultures. When it comes to the formation of children’s peer cultures 
in kindergarten, unique scenario characteristics can be observed. Children’s peer cultures 
continuously operate in the dual space-time settings of front-stage life and back-stage life 
(Lin, 2017). In this background, the unique behavioral patterns of children gradually manifest 
themselves during peer interaction, and their common value concerns are reflected at the same 
time. In class life controlled by adults, children desire to demonstrate a strong self and control 
their own lives. As interaction with peers increases, children driven by shared play actively 
join the groups they belong to and gain membership. Moreover, in gender segregation, 
children establish more stable and complex peer groups and make constant progress in 
completing their socialization. As their peer groups expand, collective play routines can give 
them a stronger sense of belonging and identity, which drives them to collectively challenge 
and re-establish the rules set by adults. In their creative reconstruction of adult cultures, 
children’s cultures are thus created.

Broader adult cultures

Reconstruction
and enrichmenrt

Kindergarten
cultures

Knowledge, experience,  
and skills

Interaction
with peers

Interaction
with adults 

Cultural routines

Conveying
the values 

and ways of 
behaving in a 

particular 
society

Confusions, 
worries, fears, and

conflicts

Parent-child interaction
 in the family

Formation of
children’s
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Figure 5　Formation Path of Children’s Peer Cultures
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5.1　Development of the Selves of Children: Inherent Source of Strength for the Formation 
of Children’s Peer Cultures

The inherent source of strength for the formation of children’s peer cultures is the awakening 
of children’s self-consciousness as cultural creators. Mead (2012) believed that “the self 
is something which has a development; it is not initially there, at birth, but arises in the 
process of social experience and activity” (p. 35). Mead emphasized that the formation 
of self depended on social interaction with others, during which process two different 
types of interpersonal relationships were established: vertical relationships and horizontal 
relationships. Children’s vertical relationships are attachments to individuals with greater 
knowledge and social power than they do. These relationships, most commonly involving 
children and adults, encompass a wide variety of interactions, among which complementary 
exchanges are especially salient. For instance, adult actions toward children consist 
mainly of nurturaning and controlling behaviors, whereas children’s actions toward 
adults consist mainly of submission and appeals for succorance. Children’s horizontal 
relationships are attachments with individuals who have the same amount of social power 
as themselves. Ordinarily, these relationships involve other children and are marked by 
reciprocity and egalitarian expectations (Wu, 2009). “Peer relationships offer children the 
unique opportunity of interacting in a context of relatively balanced equality and power” 
(Kostelnik, 2009, p. 288). The relationships established between children and their peers 
are fundamentally different from those formed between children and adults. Children 
are always aware of their deficits in stature, strength, and knowledge, in contrast to 
adults. Therefore, children’s selves are somewhat repressed in interaction with adults. 
Therefore, when they interact with adults, they always feel weak and inferior, while when 
they interact with their peers, they are able to establish more equal relationships and 
enjoy more similarities. Through peer interaction, the development of children’s selves 
constantly moves toward strengthened autonomy, and children begin to experience the 
sense of control that agency brings to their lives.

The research in the three kindergartens finds that the children all exhibit a strong sense 
of autonomy and agency. On the one hand, children are good at using various strategies to 
demonstrate their own strength in peer interaction, which is not only a reflection of their 
desire to construct a strong self but also an important sign of their positive development. On 
the other hand, children display a suppressed self constrained by organizational norms in peer 
interaction. It is worth noting that children’s choice to reveal their authentic selves among 
their peers has to some extents reflected the phenomenon of adults’ lack of understanding, 
disrespect, neglect, or even suppression of children’s peer cultures in the current 
organizational cultures of kindergartens in China. When interacting with their peers, children 
display unique language styles, body postures, and other meaningful symbols, which play an 
important role in the formation of their peer cultures. However, it is undeniable that children’s 
conversations indicate their passion to compare and compete with their peers. Additionally, 
this unique language style in children’s interaction reflects the influence of the efficiency-first 
atmosphere in adult cultures, especially the current school cultures in China, on children.
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5.2　Shared Play among Children: Core Driving Force for the Formation of Children’s 
Peer Cultures

Through a thick description of the core themes of children’s peer cultures, it can be seen that 
shared play is the core driving force for the formation of children’s peer cultures. Children, 
even the young ones, are more willing to play with their peers, and actively establish and 
maintain their shared play relationships during peer interaction. Such an inherent desire for 
shared play prompts them to actively participate in the social life of the groups they belong 
to, establish play relationships with their peers, and gradually form intimate relationships with 
gender as an important dimension. Through shared play, children creatively reorganize and 
transform the knowledge, experience, fears, and concerns they absorb from the adult world 
and create peer cultures in collective pretend play.

Play is the nature of children. This view has been widely recognized among the general 
public and has been expounded by numerous thinkers. Play can be seen as a passport to 
the world of children. Shared play is the core driving force for the formation of children’s 
peer cultures. This study finds that the core themes of children’s peer cultures revolve 
around shared play. For the sake of play, children share and cooperate with each other, as 
well as argue and debate with each other. Moreover, children also resolve conflicts in play. 
In the process of free play with their peers, children naturally begin the process of gender 
segregation, which diversifies the structure and hierarchy of children’s societies and enriches 
the connotation and denotation of children’s peer cultures.

For children, play is an activity that is done for its own sake more than for some reward 
outside of the activity itself (Liang, 2011). Unlike adults, who focus on the utility value of 
play, children pay attention to the pleasure they experience in the process of play. Focusing 
on processual experience is exactly the value that children are concerned about. In children’s 
peer cultures, the core value pursuit is children’s concern for process, experience, and 
emotion rather than utilitarianism, results, utility, and value. Philosophers take such a state 
of children in play as possessing the spirit of play, which is a spirit of free imagination and 
creation (Bian, 2015). It is also a vivid portrayal of children’s spiritual lives, reflecting the 
autonomy and agency of children’s spiritual world. Ultimately, this spirit becomes the unique 
value pursuit of children’s peer cultures.

5.3　Interpretive Reproduction of Adult Cultures: Mechanism for the Formation of 
Children’s Peer Cultures

This field research in the three kindergartens reveals that the formation of children’s peer 
cultures is tied to adult cultures, but not in a linear manner; that is, the so-called immature 
children’s peer cultures are guided and shaped by the more mature adult cultures. The 
formation of children’s own peer cultures is neither a simple imitation of adult cultures 
nor a direct possession of the adult world. Instead, children creatively obtain appropriate 
information from the adult world to create their unique peer cultures. This process is entire 
of children’s creativity. Children use the information from the adult world to enrich the 
cultures among their peers (by transforming the information from the adult world to deal 
with the various concerns of the peer world). Moreover, children play a positive role in 
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the reproduction and renewal of adult cultures. To describe this process, Corsaro formally 
proposed the theory of Interpretive Reproduction in the late 20th century. Corsaro (2020) 
concluded with the radical position that the traditional concept and term “socialization” were 
inherently problematic. Others have espoused these arguments about the limits of socialization 
theory, and they are generally widely accepted, and offered an alternative conception of 
socialization—interpretive reproduction. In his view, the term “interpretive” emphasizes the 
innovative and creative aspects of children’s participation in society. Although surrounded by 
adult cultures, children do not simply imitate and internalize them. Instead, they create and 
participate in their unique peer cultures by creatively appropriating information from the adult 
world to address their peer concerns. The term “reproduction” stresses the active contribution 
of children to cultural production and change, rather than merely internalizing society and 
cultures. It also implies that children’s participation in society inherently subjects them to the 
constraints imposed by the existing social structure and social reproduction. The framework 
of the Interpretive Reproduction theory focuses on the position and participation of children 
in the process of human cultural production and reproduction rather than children’s simple 
internalization of skills and knowledge of adult society.

Interpretive reproduction demonstrates that children do not simply internalize social 
cultures but actively contribute to cultural production and change. In other words, children 
and their childhoods are affected by the societies and cultures of which they are members, 
while simultaneously, these societies and cultures are shaped and influenced by the processes 
of historical change. By revealing the mechanism for the formation path of children’s peer 
cultures, interpretive reproduction has shed light on explaining the relationship between 
children’s peer cultures and adult cultures.

5.4　Inclusiveness of School Cultures: External Environmental Factors for the Formation 
of Children’s Peer Cultures

When it comes to the formation of children’s peer cultures in kindergarten, unique field 
characteristics can be noticed. Kindergarten is the first formal organization children join in 
their lives. The moment preschool children enter kindergarten, they are going to be exposed to 
new adult cultures, namely school cultures. In the three kindergartens researched in this study, 
the children’s peer cultures are constantly surrounded by school cultures. School cultures 
represent the norms of school behavior commonly accepted in society and shaped through 
teacher behavior. Children’s peer cultures represent a complement to school cultures (Van 
Hoorn & Nourot, 2017). In addition, the relationship between school cultures and children’s 
peer cultures is complex and dynamic. They may be complementary and in harmony, 
contributing to a friendly relationship. Alternatively, they may develop in totally opposite 
directions, resulting in a confrontation between school cultures and anti-school cultures. 
In this connection, the development of children’s peer cultures in kindergarten cannot be 
separated from the understanding and inclusiveness of school cultures. Once kindergarten 
cultures take a restrictive and rejected attitude toward children’s peer interaction, they 
will hamper the formation of peer play, which serves as the fundamental driving force for 
children’s peer cultures. Consequently, this limitation will impede the development of the self 



LIN Lan, JIN Xiangjun200

of children and their ability to interpret and reconstruct adult cultures. As a result, children 
will always be marginalized in school life and be considered as a group that passively inherits 
and is shaped by adult cultures. Only when kindergarten cultures take an inclusive, open 
attitude toward children’s peer cultures can the positive role of children’s peer cultures be 
brought into full play.

The manifestation of school cultures in kindergarten is evident through teachers’ behaviors 
in organizing daily class life, which is closely intertwined with the development of the 
kindergarten curriculum. Curriculum is the medium for the transformation of educational 
ideas and theories into practice. Educational reform usually starts with curriculum reform 
(Zhu, 2016). This ethnographic research was carried out from 2015 to 2019, during which 
period China was undergoing a new round of curriculum reform in preschool education, 
the third major kindergarten curriculum reform since the country introduced the reform and 
opening up policy. This reform was carried out when China made rapid progress in preschool 
education and the government and society paid growing attention to the value and quality of 
preschool education. The Early Learning and Development Guidelines for Children Aged 
3 to 6 Years issued by the Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China in 2012 
fully reflects the achievements of this curriculum reform. The issuance of these guidelines 
marks that China’s preschool education has started to pursue coordinated development in 
both directions of “what is scientific preschool education” and “how to ensure the scientific 
implementation of preschool education” (Tian, 2019). Moreover, the two provinces where 
the three kindergartens in this study are located have made a big push to implement the 
curriculum reform and have played a leading role. In the second half of 2014, the Jiangsu 
Education Department and the Department of Finance of Jiangsu Province jointly issued 
the Notice on Advancing Kindergarten Curriculum Gamification to officially launch the 
kindergarten curriculum gamification project in Jiangsu Province. In 2017, the Department 
of Education of Zhejiang Province also issued the Guiding Opinions on Comprehensively 
Promoting Kindergarten Curriculum Reform to start the kindergarten curriculum localization 
reform in Zhejiang Province. Both provinces’ curriculum reforms have reflected the curriculum 
concepts of “daily life as part of curriculum” and “adhering to play as a fundamental activity 
of kindergarten.”

In 2015, when the researchers began their observation work in J City, Jiangsu Province, 
the kindergarten curriculum gamification reform in the province was in its initial stage. It 
was noticed in both G Kindergarten and Z Kindergarten that the principals and teachers 
were beginning to pay attention to children’s play and recognize its value. Z Kindergarten 
referenced the “Anji Play” model1 to replace the outdoor facilities for play on the playground, 
offering an important space for children’s shared play while facilitating children’s creation 
of a series of collective play routines in the outdoor playground. G Kindergarten consistently 
supported children’s autonomous area play activities in daily class life, which allowed them 
to display complex interactive strategies in area activities. However, as the curriculum reform 

1 “Anji Play” is a play-based preschool education model for kindergartens in Anji County, Zhejiang Province, China. It 
is centered on authentic play for young children and consists of three main elements: an open play environment, the 
empowerment of young children to play, and supportive roles for adults, allowing young children to continuously challenge 
the boundaries of their abilities and develop in all aspects in a love-filled and secure environment with no adult intervention.
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was still in its initial stage at the time, combined with the fact that J City was relatively far 
from the provincial capital and it took time to implement relevant policy documents level 
by level, some teachers in the two kindergartens in the city still had certain restrictions 
on children’s free peer interaction. By 2018, when the researchers began observing at S 
Kindergarten, the kindergarten curriculum reform had been implemented in Jiangsu Province 
for the fourth year, and the curriculum reform had been advanced in Zhejiang Province 
for the second year. A noticeable change was that the teachers at S Kindergarten provided 
the children with more opportunities for free interaction when organizing daily routines. 
Specifically, the children had more autonomy in meals, drinking water, and other daily 
routines, and the teachers became more supportive of and receptive to the children’s peer 
play. This also allowed the researchers to observe the spontaneous gender segregation in 
children at S Kindergarten. 

As the kindergarten curriculum designed and organized by adults has increasingly 
recognized the significance and value of children’s peer play, it offers more opportunities 
for peer interaction among children while creating important external environmental factors 
to foster the healthy development of children’s peer cultures in kindergarten. However, it is 
worth noting that the tension between advanced educational ideas and backward educational 
practices remains highly contentious. Children’s secondary adjustments to classroom rules 
serve as evidence of their active resistance against unreasonable institutional norms prevalent 
in Chinese kindergartens. Consequently, children have been trying to actively engage in 
constructing an environment conducive to nourishing the development of children’s peer 
cultures.

6　Conclusions
Throughout the history of psychology, until the mid-1960s, most theories of child 
development were behaviorist, with an emphasis on modeling and reinforcement as the 
primary mechanisms in human learning (Corsaro & Eder, 1990). Behaviorists held a 
negative attitude toward children’s abilities, viewing children as passive agents waiting to be 
shaped and molded by adults through positive or negative reinforcement patterns. With the 
development of constructivism as a branch of psychology, by the 1980s, psychology became 
more aware of children as social actors (Berry, 2013). Jean Piaget and Lev Vygotsky both 
directed their research focus on the agency of individual children in development, with scant 
attention paid to the collective power within children. Research on the formation path of 
children’s peer cultures, especially the analysis of children’s abilities from the perspective of 
interpretive reconstruction, provides a valuable complement to constructivist psychology.

Children are active social agents who play an important role in the creation and 
renewal of human cultures. This enlightens child and childhood researchers to recognize 
the underestimation of children’s abilities posited by the stage theories in traditional 
developmental psychology and the linear progression models within conventional sociological 
frameworks, particularly considering research findings on children’s peer cultures. Neither 
the significant role nor the social status of children in the production of human cultures can 
be ignored or underestimated. Adult society necessitates bearing in mind that “children, after 
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all, constitute about one-third of humanity, and, across the world, contribute to the economic 
welfare of families and societies” (Berry, 2013, p. 13). An increasing number of kindergartens 
are expected to become paradises, supporting the development of children’s peer cultures.
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